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Preface 

Robert Chadwick 
Bishop’s University and Universite 
de Sherbrooke, Estrie, Quebec, Canada 
October 2004 


This is an expanded and revised edition of First Civi¬ 
lizations: Ancient Mesopotamia and Ancient Egypt, 
which originally appeared in 1996 (Les Editions 
Champ Fleury, Montreal, Canada ). First Civilizations 
is a one-volume, introductory overview of two of the 
world’s oldest civilizations: ancient Mesopotamia and 
ancient Egypt. It grew out of three decades of teach¬ 
ing the history and culture of the ancient Near East 
at college and university level using a variety of books 
and articles that were, in many instances, unsuited to 
the needs and scholarly capabilities of undergradu¬ 
ates. First Civilizations was conceived primarily for 
students who have little or no knowledge of ancient 
history or archaeology, and will take only one general 
interest course about the ancient Near East as part of 
their broader educational experience. Even though 
most people who use this text will pursue studies in 
other areas it is hoped that a few will be stimulated to 
continue their studies in the field of Near Eastern or 
pre-classical antiquities. 

Although First Civilizations contains much histor¬ 
ical information, it is not, strictly speaking, a history 
book; it also offers glimpses of religion, mythology, art, 
architecture, technology and an overview of historical 
and archaeological methodology. To assist students in 
the preparation of class reports and research papers, 
endnotes and complete bibliographies are included 
at the end of the book. Although there are a number 
of highly valuable sources in French, German, Ital¬ 
ian, and other European languages, this book was 
designed for English language readers, and almost 


all bibliographical sources included are in English. 
Instead of emphasizing specialized journals and mon¬ 
ographs, many of which are beyond the knowledge of 
introductory students, First Civilizations takes advan¬ 
tage of a number of recently published encyclopedias 
and dictionaries specializing in Near Eastern civili¬ 
zations, including Civilizations of the Ancient Near 
East, The Anchor Bible Dictionary, The Oxford History 
of Ancient Egypt, The Oxford Encyclopedia of Archaeol¬ 
ogy in the Near East and The Oxford Encyclopedia of 
Ancient Egypt, among others, as its principal sources 
of information. These publications were favoured 
over specialist journals and monographs for several 
reasons. First, and perhaps most importantly, they 
are widely available even in most small- and medium¬ 
sized educational institutions. Secondly, the articles 
in these compendia are short, up to date, and written 
by recognized experts in the field in a style and on a 
level that is comprehensible to entry-level students. 
Thirdly, they contain excellent bibliographies for 
those who wish to expand their research. It should 
be noted that most of the very old titles that appear 
in the bibliography have been included mainly as 
sources for illustrations and not necessarily for their 
sometimes outdated content. 

Finally, a word to teaching professionals using this 
book: I know full well that there is so much more that 
could have been included in a one-volume treatment 
such as this, but the most difficult task I encountered 
in writing this book was not deciding what to include, 
but what to leave out. 
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Part I: Introduction 


1 History and 
archaeology 
as tools for 
understanding 
the past 


Ancient Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt were located 
in that part of the world now referred to as the Near 
East or the Middle East. In this book this region will 
be referred to as the ancient Near East; it is a geo¬ 
graphical area that includes the lands of Egypt, located 
in northeastern Africa, extending north through mod¬ 
ern-day Israel, Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and 
the southeastern portion of Turkey. In addition, it 
encompasses the regions to the east towards the val¬ 
leys formed by the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, which 
flow from eastern Turkey through Syria, Iraq, and 
western Iran, ending in the south where the two rivers 
empty into the Persian Gulf. The ancient Near East 
refers to the peoples and civilizations that developed 
in that part of the world many thousands of years 
ago. The word “Egypt” refers to a geographical area 
situated in North Africa adjacent to the Nile River. 
However, it also refers to the Egyptians, the people 
who lived in this area and to Egyptian culture, lan¬ 
guage, and religion. 

In modern scholarship the word Mesopotamia 1 
refers to the geographical area located in the region 
of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, roughly equivalent 
to present-day Iraq. “Mesopotamia” referred to the 
northern portion of the Tigris and Euphrates regions 
in third-century bc Greek translations of the Old Tes¬ 
tament, 2 and in the works of the first-century bc Greek 
historian Strabo. 3 Unlike Egypt, there was never a 
country called “Mesopotamia”, nor did any ancient 
group of people ever refer to themselves as “Mesopo¬ 
tamians”. Mesopotamia was the home of numerous 


peoples who either invaded or migrated to the Tigris 
and Euphrates region and made it their home. The 
peoples of Mesopotamia who will be discussed in this 
book are usually identified according to their chrono¬ 
logical appearances, the languages they spoke, and the 
geographical regions they occupied. These include 
the Sumerians, the Akkadians, the Babylonians, the 
Assyrians, and others. 

During the early centuries of its history Egypt was 
the home of a somewhat more homogeneous people, 
most of whom spoke the same language, worshipped 
many of the same gods, and, like the peoples of Meso¬ 
potamia, shared a number of similar cultural tradi¬ 
tions. Egypt was bounded on the east and west by 
deserts, and to the north lay the Mediterranean Sea. 
These geographical barriers protected Egypt from 
attack by invading armies; in contrast, the open plains 
of Mesopotamia were easily accessible to friendly, as 
well as hostile, outsiders. 


Why study ancient Mesopotamia and 
ancient Egypt? 

There can be no doubt that the ancient civiliza¬ 
tions of Greece and Rome formed the basis of 
modern Western societies. However, a number of 
important elements of Western civilization predate 
the Greeks and Romans, and come directly from 
the earlier civilizations of ancient Mesopotamia 
and ancient Egypt. Our 365-day calendar and 24- 
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hour day originated in Egypt. Scientific astronomy 
originated in Mesopotamia and spread west to the 
Greeks and Romans, who made their own impor¬ 
tant contributions to this science. Astrology, one of 
the world’s oldest and most enduring superstitions, 
also originated in Mesopotamia, and had a profound 
influence on art and religion in the Greco-Roman, 
and ultimately Christian and Islamic, world. Key 
elements of architecture such as the vault and the 


arch were in use in Egypt and Mesopotamia at least 
two thousand years before the Romans used them. 
Before the Greeks and Romans, the first rational 
theory of the causes of disease, which influenced 
later developments in scientific medicine, came from 
the Egyptians. Monotheism, the belief in one god, 
originated in Egypt centuries before it became a key 
spiritual element in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 
Monotheism was further developed in neighbouring 



Date palm tree, central Iraq. 



Foothills of northern Iraq near Marmatra. 


Israel and Arabia, both situated between Mesopota¬ 
mia and Egypt and strongly influenced by both of 
these older civilizations. If we add to these accom¬ 
plishments the invention of the alphabet, which also 
originated in the ancient Near East, it is clear that 
some of the most important and valuable elements 
of our own Western tradition came from the world’s 
first civilizations: ancient Mesopotamia and ancient 
Egypt. 







4 FIRST CIVILIZATIONS 



Sand dunes near the banks of the Nile River, Aswan, Upper Egypt. 



Egyptian mud-brick arches at the Temple of Ramesses II 
(13th century bc). 


METHODOLOGY l:WHAT IS HISTORY? 

How are ancient Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt 
studied? How do scholars and researchers get infor¬ 
mation about them? There are basically two meth¬ 
ods that can be used to study an ancient civilization: 


history and archaeology. (Archaeology will be covered 
in Part II of this chapter.) History relies on the written 
word and its principal method of gadiering knowledge 
is the decipherment and translation of ancient texts. 
For historians the key to understanding the past is 
learning to read ancient languages. 

Reading the past 

To obtain written information about ancient people 
it is not necessary to study texts of a strictly historical 
nature. Non-historical material, such as myths, sto¬ 
ries, and religious texts, can reveal a great deal about 
the lives of ancient peoples. The earliest examples of 
writing in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia were not 
history books but records of business transactions. 
Texts that record the exchange or sale of goods can 
provide valuable information about the economic 
structure of a society. If an economic text lists farm 
animals and agricultural produce that were traded 
in the marketplace, the historian learns something 
about the diet and eating habits of a particular people. 
In some instances the goods produced and sold go 
beyond economics and may reveal clues about the 
social structure or principles of a society. For exam¬ 
ple, if a text mentions the sale of slaves, the histo¬ 
rian obtains a clearer idea about the values and the 
treatment of certain segments of a society. There is a 
wealth of knowledge to be gained from ancient texts. 
Everything from military campaigns to peace treaties, 
from eclipses to sensitive poetry or moving prose, can 
be found in the writings of ancient Mesopotamia and 
ancient Egypt. Even the simplest written document 
may contain valuable information that will help the 
historian to reconstruct the past. 


The origins of history 

Many ancient historians maintain that the first history 
book was written about 440 bc by a Greek named 
Herodotus. The title of his book was Historic (or 
History ), the word we still use today when speaking 
about the recording of the past. Even though the first 
book to be called a history book appeared 2500 years 
ago, it must be emphasized that humans had been 
recording their own story, and thus writing history, 
for many centuries prior to the time of Herodotus. In 
ancient Egypt most writing was done on a substance 
called papyrus. Papyrus, the Greek word meaning 
paper, was made front reeds growing along the riv- 
erbanks and marshes in the Nile river valley. Reeds 
were gathered, split open, and soaked in water for 
a month or so, releasing natural sugars that acted 
as glue. Then the reeds were stacked at right angles 
and pressed together. After they dried they made a 
very suitable writing surface. In Egypt’s dry climate, 
papyrus can last for thousands of years. Nevertheless, 
papyrus is fragile, often crumbling into tiny fragments 
after a few centuries, so much of the Egyptian his¬ 
torical record has been lost. As a result, Egyptolo¬ 
gists must turn to other sources, such as inscriptions 
on stone monuments, to obtain their information. 
Inscriptions in stone reflect the views and aspirations 
of the rich and powerful and tell us much about the 
rulers of Egypt, but nothing about the majority of 
the population, who were illiterate and too poor to 
record their stories. The largest number of written 
documents front the ancient Near East come from 
Mesopotamia. Texts from Mesopotamia were written 
on clay tablets, which is why so much written mate¬ 
rial from this part of the world still survives today. 
Compared to papyrus, clay tablets are practically 


History may be defined as the enquiry into the past of people in society through the medium of written sources. 
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indestructible. An estimated half a million clay tablets 
front Mesopotamia have been recovered and are now 
stored in museums and private collections around 
the world. 


Calendars and astronomical dates 

One of the principal goals of historical research is 
to determine when things happened, and calendar 
dates are a reliable source for determining when a 
person lived or an event took place. 4 The Egyptians 
had several calendars. One of them was based on the 
flood cycle of the Nile River and was developed to 
meet the needs of farmers, who depended on the 
flooding of the great river for their survival. Of more 
value to the historical researcher is the Sothic cycle, 5 
which concerns the flooding of the Nile River com¬ 
bined with the rising of Sothis, the brightest star in 
the heavens. The Sothic cycle may be explained as 
follows. After a 70-day absence from the night sky, 
Sothis (known in modern astronomy as the star Sir¬ 
ius) appeared low on the eastern horizon just before 
sunrise at about the time in summer that the Nile 
River began its annual inundation. However, the 
365-day Egyptian calendar did not precisely match 
the length of the regular or solar year, which is close 
to, but not precisely, 36514 days in length. As a result 
the calendar finished too early and lost about one 
day every four years. After 120 years the calendar 
and the solar year would be off by one month; after 
730 years they would be off by six months. As a 
result Sothis only rose at dawn with the sun on the 
first day of the New Year once about every 1460 
years. By a fortunate chance, the Roman writer 
Censorius tells us that in ad 139 the sun and Sothis 
rose together on New Year’s Day. Subtracting 1460 
years from this date (and adding a zero between 
1 bc and 1 ad) it is possible to calculate that the star 
Sothis rose at sunrise on New Year’s Day in the years 
1320 bc and 2780 bc. 


Many centuries ago, an Egyptian scribe recorded 
the rising of Sothis during the 16th year of the reign of 
King Sesostris III. Such information allows historians 
to calculate this date to be 1872 bc, a date that is 
considered to be the oldest fixed calendrical date 
in history. 6 In addition, Sothic dates have also been 
established for two other kings of the second mil¬ 
lennium bc: Amenhotep I and Thutmosis III. When 
these dates are used in conjunction with other histori¬ 
cal data, such as lists of kings, letters, inscriptions on 
buildings, and economic texts, it is possible to estab¬ 
lish when certain kings ruled and when important 
events took place. Even though the Sothic cycle gives 
scholars a few reliable dates on which they can build 
a chronology, it is controversial, and still leaves many 
dates in doubt. 

Astronomical dates from Mesopotamia are more 
numerous than those from Egypt, but none are 
older than the Sothic cycle date for King Sesostris III 
(1878-1841 bc). The earliest astronomical date 
from Mesopotamia comes from the reign of King 
Ammisaduqa, who ruled during the First Babylonian 
Dynasty. During a 21-year period of his reign some 
unknown person observed and recorded the move¬ 
ments of the planet Venus, which have been preserved 
in a later copy from the first millennium bc. These 
movements are dateable through astronomical cal¬ 
culations and thus it is possible to date the first year 
of the reign of the Babylonian King Ammisaduqa 
to 1702 bc . 7 Since the length of the reigns of other 
kings from the same period are recorded on lists of 
kings, a reliable chronology for this period has been 
established. However, not all of these dates can be 
accurately tied to events of the time and there are still 
many chronological gaps and undateable events from 
the second millennium bc. 

In contrast, the first millennium bc has provided 
researchers with many calendar dates that have been 
determined by astronomical and other methods. In 
Mesopotamia, the Babylonians and Assyrians used a 
lunar calendar and in their letters to the king, scribes 




THE HELIACAL RISING OF SIRIUS 
& THE FIRST DAY OF THE EGYPTIAN NEW YEAR 



Sirius slightly above 
the horizon 

a few minutes before sunrise 


Sun just below 

the horizon in early morning light 


-- 





The annual Nile Flood occurs at approximately 
the same time in July 

The Sothic cycle.This figure shows the star Sothis in relation to 
the sun at the time of the flooding of the Nile River. 


often noted the position of the moon in relation to 
the constellations and planets. Assyrian and Babylon¬ 
ian kings wrote lengthy accounts of their military 
campaigns that contain valuable information about 
their reigns, while their court scribes wrote letters, 
administrative documents, and religious texts that 
have important astronomical data. Again, because 
it is sometimes possible to calculate when such phe¬ 
nomena occurred, the dates of a number of events 
have been established with a high degree of certainty, 
which has enabled historians to give accurate dates 
to many events that took place during the first mil¬ 
lennium BC. S 
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Annals and king lists 

In the third century bc, a priest named Manetho wrote 
a history containing a list of all the kings and ruling 
families of ancient Egypt. Despite a number of prob¬ 
lems, Manetho’s list has been useful in helping scholars 
to reconstruct Egyptian chronology. 9 Manetho divided 
Egyptian history into 31 periods spanning nearly 3000 
years from the first king, Narmer, to the conquest of 
Egypt by Alexander the Great in 332 bc. 

The Sumerian king list 10 gives a chronology of the 
reigns of the early kings of Mesopotamia from a myth¬ 
ical past down to about 2000 bc. Like Manetho’s list 
of Egyptian kings, the Sumerian list is only of limited 
use to historians. In some instances it accords impos¬ 
sibly long reigns of hundreds or even thousands of 
years to the early rulers of Mesopotamia. The deeds 
of these early kings, and the periods they were on 
the throne, are mixed with myth and legend and it is 
difficult to separate fact from fiction. The most impor¬ 
tant chronological texts front Mesopotamia are the 
Assyrian king lists. These lists begin around 1800 bc 
and continue until about 700 bc. The Assyrian king 
lists, 11 written on clay tablets, are neatly divided into 
little boxes containing a paragraph concerning the 
reign of a particular king. Each entry tells us the name 
of the king, the length of his reign, and his ancestor. 
This record covers a thousand years of history and 
is a very valuable chronological tool that has helped 
reconstruct the chronology of Mesopotamia, as well 
as much of the rest of the Near East. Similar to the 
king lists were limmu lists, which contained the years 
named after officials who were appointed annually 
to important positions. Lists of these limmu officials 
were used to identify the years during which the king 
held office and helped keep track of the years. Over 
the past 150 years scholars have combined archaeo¬ 
logical and historical information from a variety of 
sources to create a realistic and, all things considered, 
reasonably accurate chronology of past events in the 
ancient Near East. Dates front the third millennium bc 


are generally accurate to within plus or minus 50 years, 
while the margin of error in the second millennium 
bc is usually less titan that. In the first millennium bc 
accuracy is even better, and in many cases precise dates 
are known. 

Interpreting the past: early ideas about 
history 

To the people of ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt 
the distinction between the realm of the gods and 
the realm of humans was not always clearly defined. 12 
Because of this, history had only one causal agent: 
the gods. The worlds of the mythical and spiritual 
were often mixed together to explain how things hap¬ 
pened. Despite this, the scribes of these two ancient 
civilizations left numerous documents that record 
actual historical events. Everything front military 
campaigns, the reigns of kings, and peace treaties 
were recounted, often in a reliable and believable 
fashion. Centuries later, the ancient Greeks had a 
different view of history and the causes of historical 
events. Although they too believed that the gods were 
important forces in history, they were among the 
first to consider the possibility of non-divine forces. 
They believed that history was cyclical, and diings and 
events repeated themselves on a regular and predict¬ 
able basis. The historian Thucydides (fifth century 
bc) believed there was a pattern in history and that 
events repeated again and again. Civilizations rose, 
became strong then eventually declined because of 
their increasing pride and greed. Political power led 
to increased prosperity and wealth; wealth led to 
excess and indulgence, which in turn caused people 
to believe they were exempt from the rules of proper 
human behaviour. 

Centuries later, in the early fifth century ad, the 
Christian theologian Augustine of Elippo (St Augus¬ 
tine) enlarged on the biblical view that history was 
linear and not cyclical. Events began, happened in 


a straight line, and then came to an end. Elistory 
had a definite beginning in the Garden of Eden and 
the passing of events would ultimately lead to the 
establishment of a better, divine kingdom at some 
future point. To St Augustine history was progress; 
history was going somewhere and things got better 
along the way. The ideas of the classical Greeks and 
St Augustine dominated historical thought for cen¬ 
turies, until the Enlightenment. Starting in the 17th 
century, with the increasing importance of science 
and discovery, historians argued that, as in physics 
and astronomy, there were laws that determined the 
course of historical development. The Italian Giam¬ 
battista Vico believed that history was a combina¬ 
tion of both linear and cyclical development, events 
repeating cyclically yet moving upwards in a spiral. At 
about the same time historians argued that civiliza¬ 
tions went through stages, beginning with a “savage” 
stage then advancing to what was referred to as the 
“barbaric” stage and finally to true “civilization”, 
always improving as things moved along. It was Vico 
who introduced the modern idea of “progress” into 
historical theory. The idea of progress, combined with 
Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theory, led historians 
and philosophers of the 19th century to believe that 
certain groups of people (usually Europeans and their 
relatives scattered around the world in colonies) were 
destined to reach higher and better ways of life than 
other peoples. 

At one time it was thought that the task of the his¬ 
torian was simply to record how things really were. 13 It 
was believed that historians would seek out facts and 
that the past would be known once and for all. It was 
naively believed that there was only one way to inter¬ 
pret past events and that everyone would agree how 
and why things happened. However, interpretations 
of history are continually changing because new facts, 
and new ways of interpreting the facts, are constantly 
being discovered. Ideas and concepts about the world 
change. Each new generation re-examines past events 
and interprets them from its own unique point of 
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view. The philosopher Karl Marx expressed this more 
than a century ago when he said, “History is con¬ 
temporary thought about the past”. Fifty years ago 
historians lived in an era dominated by empires, world 
wars, and the superpowers, and they wrote histories 
that reflected these factors. The current generation 
of historians lives in a somewhat different world, one 
concerned with ethnic strife, the roles of women and 
minorities, and ecological issues. As a result, these 
matters are often emphasized in the contemporary 
historian’s interpretation of the past. 

Historians (and archaeologists), like all other 
people, are products of their own societies and share 
the cultural values and prejudices of their particular 
group. The historian’s view of the world, and there¬ 
fore its history, is shaped and influenced by his or 
her ethnic background, economic conditions, and 
religious beliefs. Because of this, history, like many 
other forms of enquiry, is to a certain extent subjec¬ 
tive in nature. This does not mean that the work of 
the historian is wrong or inaccurate. Modern histo¬ 
rians spend years studying and preparing themselves 
to practise their craft, and are constantly striving to 
maintain the highest levels of excellence and objectiv¬ 
ity. Despite these limitations, the past is about people 
and it can only be studied and interpreted by people; 
if people are not capable of writing their own story, 
then who is? 

Historians carry out one additional task vital to 
our understanding of the past: they decide which 
events they will include in their interpretation of 
history, and which ones they will leave out. His¬ 
tory has traditionally been written by the winners of 
wars and the educated, and by men. Only in recent 
years have members of minority groups and women 
started to write history from their own perspective. 
If the history of North America had been written by 
slaves, native peoples, or women, how much differ¬ 
ent would our interpretation of it be? Of course, the 
important dates and personalities would remain the 
same: Napoleon would still have fought the Battle 


of Waterloo in 1815, the American Civil War would 
still have ended in 1865, and Columbus would still 
have voyaged to the New World in 1492. But seen 
from die point of view of the groups just mentioned, 
these events would be interpreted from a different 
perspective. 

Continuing historical research 

Historical research is being carried out in many parts 
of the world. At the University of Chicago work 
is nearing completion on a research project called 
The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary. This project has 
produced a 20-volume dictionary that serves as the 
basic research tool for those interested in reading 
the languages of ancient Assyria and Babylonia. 
Currently, at the University of Toronto, a team of 
scholars is busy translating and publishing all royal 
inscriptions from Mesopotamia. Periodically, the 
Royal Inscriptions of Mesopotamia Project publishes 
another volume of texts in the original language, 
along with an English translation, so that both 
specialists and non-specialists can read the words of 
the people of ancient Mesopotamia. Other historical 
research projects are underway in Finland ( The State 
Letters of Assyria ), France ( Les Archives Royales de 
Mari ) and Germany ( Lexikon der Agyptologie and 
Reallexikon der Assyriologie und Vorderasiatischen 
Arehdologie). Projects such as these take years of 
commitment and research to complete, and add 
a great deal to our knowledge of ancient peoples. 
In addition, individual historians doing their own 
research are producing new or updated translations 
of magical and religious texts, ancient literature and 
poetry, military campaigns, astronomical texts, and 
divination (fortune-telling) texts, as well as groups of 
texts that deal with chemistry, metallurgy, and other 
subjects. Even though historical research projects 
seldom make the daily newspapers and thus are not 
well known to the public, they nevertheless produce 


results that are just as important and spectacular as 
those in archaeology. 

The free exchange of ideas 

Both historical and archaeological research must 
be published in specialized and learned journals so 
that their findings can be shared with other schol¬ 
ars and analysed and criticized by qualified people 
in the field. In this manner research is constantly 
being checked and recheclced for errors by the schol¬ 
arly community. In addition, historians meet on a 
regular basis at conferences to present their ideas in 
the form of learned papers to their colleagues. Such 
presentations are often followed by lively debate 
and discussion, which serve to clarify and enhance 
new ideas and discoveries. In an atmosphere where 
ideas are continually checked and rechecked, faulty 
or erroneous opinions do not survive for long and 
the overall quality of our knowledge about the past 
is constantly improving. As a result, historians have 
accumulated more data than ever before concerning 
ancient humans, and modern researchers know more 
about the past than any other group of people who 
have ever lived before us. 

The limits of history 

Even though written documents are about as close 
as we can ever come to actually hearing the voices 
and understanding the thoughts of our ancestors, 
history has one major shortcoming: it has existed 
only for a relatively short time. Human ancestors who 
were physically and mentally similar to modern people 
(Homo sapiens sapiens) have existed for more than 
50000 years, and our more ancient human ancestors 
go back in time more than four million years. How¬ 
ever, writing only appeared about 5000 years ago, 
leaving most of the human story unrecorded. When 
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written documents are not available to give informa¬ 
tion about the past, scholars must turn elsewhere for 
their sources of information. The other method used 
to obtain information about past civilizations is called 
archaeology. 

What time is it? How to understand the 
dating system used in this book 

Strictly speaking this is not a history book, even 
though it contains much historical data. Since it deals 
with the ancient world, some dates must be included 
to give the reader an idea of the time periods being 
discussed. This book uses the standard bc-ad system 
of dating that has been used for well over a century 
by historians and archaeologists when referring to 
events in the distant past. About 1700 years ago, when 
Christianity became the dominant religion of the 
Roman Empire, Christian calendar-makers decided 
their calendar would begin with the date of the birth 
of Jesus Christ. Before the Christians, the Romans had 
used a 365-day calendar they had borrowed from the 
Egyptians. This calendar was quite accurate and, like 
the Romans, the Christians adopted it and modified 
it to fit their own needs. Like calendar-makers before 
them, they decided to begin their calendar with the 
date of the birth of an important person such as a king 
or a religious leader; in this case they began it with 
the birth of Jesus. 

For historians and archaeologists, all events that 
took place before the birth of Jesus happened “before 
Christ”, abbreviated bc. When it is stated that King 


Hammurabi ruled from 1792 to 1750 bc, this means 
that he ruled that many years before the birth of Jesus. 
Dates after the birth of Jesus are followed by the let¬ 
ters ad, front the Latin anno Domini meaning “in the 
year of Our Lord” (not “after death” as some peo¬ 
ple mistakenly believe). Thus the end of the Roman 
Empire is generally given as ad 476, the death of 
Charlemagne as ad 814, the creation of the Magna 
Carta as ad 1215, and so on. In the modern world 
few people actually bother to add the letters ad after 
dates. More recently scholars have begun to use the 
letters bce, which stand for “Before the Common 
Era”; bce dates are chronologically equivalent to bc 
dates but without a religious reference. Similarly ce, 
standing for “Common Era”, dates are chronologi¬ 
cally equivalent to anno Domini dates. 

The Christian calendar is used in many parts of 
the Western world today, but it is not the only cal¬ 
endar in use. China, India, and a number of other 
civilizations developed their own calendrical sys¬ 
tems thousands of years ago. The Islamic calendar 
is somewhat younger, beginning in ad 622. It dates 
from the time when Mohammed, the prophet of the 
religion of Islam, was forced to flee to the city of 
Mecca to avoid religious persecution. Dates in the 
Islamic calendar are hundreds of years younger than 
those in the Christian calendar, and it is based on a 
lunar cycle, so years in the Islamic calendar don’t 
correspond to years in the Christian calendar. For 
example, the year ad 2000 corresponds to the year 
1420/1421 ah, where ah stands for anno Hegirae , 
meaning after the time of Mohammed’s flight to 
Mecca. 


In order to calculate the age of bc dates, that is, 
how many years ago an event took place, simply add 
2000 years to the bc date and you will have a very 
good approximation of how long ago someone lived 
or how long ago an event took place. Thus, for King 
Hammurabi we add 2000 to 1750 bc, the year of his 
death, and we know that he died about 3750 years 
ago or 3750 bp, where bp stands for “before present”. 
For ad dates simply calculate the difference between 
the current year and the date given to determine the 
number of years before the present that an event took 
place. 

Centuries and millennia 

If this is the year 2005, or any year after that, why 
do we refer to the present century as the twenty-first 
century? If we are living in the century from 2000 to 
2099 shouldn’t this be the twentieth century? No. 
The first century contained years 1-99. It should 
really have contained years 0-99, but calendar-makers 
early in the Christian era decided that the year of 
Jesus’s birth would be year 1. The first century (both 
ad and bc) really only contains 99 years; all other 
centuries contain 100 years, as indicated by the dia¬ 
gram below. Historical time is measured in years, 
centuries, and a period of time called a “millennium”. 
A millennium (plural millennia) contains 1000 years. 
Thus, the second millennium ad, which only recently 
ended, contained the years 1000 to 1999. When the 
calendar reached the year 2000 both the century and 
the millennium changed. We are currently living at 
the beginning of the third millennium ad, that is the 
period from ad 2000 to ad 2999. Returning again to 
King Hammurabi (recall that he ruled 1792-1750 bc), 
we see that he ruled in the 18th century bc, which 
was in the second millennium bc. 


Years BC 


Years AD 


Third century 

Second century 

First century 

First century 

Second century 

Third century 

Fourth century 

299-200 

199-100 

99-1 

1-99 

100-199 

200-299 

300-399 


Counting years and centuries. 
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METHODOLOGY ll:WHAT IS ARCHAEOLOGY? 

The word archaeology comes from the Greek archaios , 
meaning “old”, and logos, meaning “the study of’; 
thus, archaeology means “the study of old things”. 
However, history is also concerned with the study 
of “old things”, so how do we differentiate between 
them? Archaeology relies on the retrieval and inter¬ 
pretation of artifacts to understand ancient people. An 
artifact is anything made by people, regardless of its 
beauty, value, or function. An artifact can be a simple 
stone tool, a piece of pottery, or a farming implement. 
Retrieval of artifacts generally takes place at a habita¬ 
tion site , or some other location where people have 
lived and carried out activities. A habitation site can 
be a simple campsite used by nomadic hunters, or it 
can be a larger area such as a village or a city. 

Instead of dealing with languages and manu¬ 
scripts, archaeology is concerned with objects, what 
is referred to as “material culture”. While histori¬ 
ans often spend long hours studying ancient papy¬ 
rus scrolls or clay tablets in museums or libraries, 
archaeologists spend extended periods of time in 
distant lands, sometimes living in harsh and inhospi¬ 
table conditions, in order to carry out their fieldwork. 
Together, archaeology and history give much 
reliable information about ancient societies, and 
they are both of great value in helping to understand 
the past. 

The archaeologist as treasure hunter 

The image of the two-fisted, rough-and-tumble 
archaeologist-adventurer made so popular through 
Hollywood films in no way represents what profes¬ 
sional archaeologists do in real life. Archaeologists 
must spend many years at university to gain the 



The thrill of discovery. Architect and archaeologist Elias Marcou 
displays a freshly excavated jar that was part of a burial cache 
from an Early Dynastic period grave at TelI'Atij, Syria. 


specialized training necessary to undertake serious 
research. Even though it is true that in the early days 
of archaeological exploration adventure was easy to 
find in distant lands often inhabited by exotic, some¬ 
times hostile, peoples, today archaeology has become 
a more mundane social science. 

The explorers of the 18th and 19th centuries 
who first began the search for ancient civilizations 
had little in common with today’s highly trained 
archaeologists. In fact, early explorers were not really 
archaeologists at all (no universities offered degrees 
in the subject), since they had little or no training 
to guide them in their quests for ancient artifacts. 
Instead, they were treasure hunters more interested 
in plundering ancient civilizations to fill their per¬ 
sonal collections than in understanding the lives of 
ancient people. Throughout the 18th and 19th cen¬ 
turies, explorers, or antiqtiarians , took the wealth of 
ancient civilizations and sold it to private collectors, 
while countries such as the United Kingdom, France, 
Prussia (later Germany), and the United States 
competed with each other to fill their museums with 


statues, mummies, and art objects. 14 In the mid-19th 
century, Cairo was the centre for the open traffic of 
stolen and illegally excavated antiquities. Many other 
Near Eastern cities, like Damascus and Baghdad, ful¬ 
filled a similar function, draining away the precious 
cultural heritage of the surrounding areas for a few 
dollars, francs, or pounds. Ironically, it was Europe¬ 
ans who eventually insisted that government agen¬ 
cies for the protection of antiquities be established. 
In 1858 Frenchman Auguste Mariette established 
an antiquities organization ( La Direction des Serv¬ 
ices d’Antiquites ) that was designed to bring some 
order to the chaotic state of exploration in Egypt, 
and to stop the trafficking of stolen artifacts. Soon 
after, similar agencies were established in other Near 
Eastern countries. Twenty years later, Englishman 
and pioneer archaeologist William Matthew Flinders 
Petrie took some of the first steps towards the devel¬ 
opment of scientific methods of retrieval and record¬ 
ing of artifacts in Egypt. Slowly, the trafficking in 
antiquities began to diminish, and scientific methods 
of excavation began to be adopted by excavators as 
the treasure hunters began to disappear. However, 
despite local and international laws, theft and traf¬ 
ficking of stolen artifacts still persists to this day, and 
continues to grow at an alarming rate. 

Of course, not everyone who searched for arti¬ 
facts did so only for profit and personal gain. Many 
of the early explorers were genuinely interested in 
learning about the past and eventually were able to 
take control of archaeological exploration. In the 
early days of exploration in the Near East ancient 
civilizations that had been lost and forgotten for 
centuries were rediscovered. In the 18th and 19th 
centuries ancient languages were deciphered, and the 
literary richness of the past was once again brought 
to light. Museums were established that, over the 
years, have proved to be safe depositories for artifacts 


Archaeology is the study of people in past societies through the retrieval and analysis of artifacts 
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as well as places where the public can view artifacts 
and appreciate them, and scholars can study them. 
By the turn of the twentieth century improved meth¬ 
ods of excavation and preservation were being used 
by more and more excavators, and what had started 
as the exploitation of artifacts had become the scien¬ 
tific study and analysis of the past in many parts of 
the world. 

Proving the Bible and Homer 

Along with the treasure hunters and explorers there 
were others who wanted to prove the validity of stories 
found in the Bible and classical works written by the 
ancient Greeks. One of the important early archaeo¬ 
logical discoveries concerned the lost city of Troy, 
known from an ancient story called the Iliad. This 
story was particularly famous for its episode about a 
giant wooden horse that enabled Greek invaders to 
conquer the besieged city ofTroy after a ten-year strug¬ 
gle. In the 19th century a rich merchant and amateur 
archaeologist called Heinrich Schliemann discovered 
the location of the city ofTroy and brought to light 
many of its treasures and other interesting elements. 
Schliemann’s discovery ofTroy was set in an era of 
mystery and romance that makes for great reading. 
In his biography, 15 Schliemann recounts how, with a 
copy of Homer’s Iliad in one hand to guide him, he 
searched the coast ofwestern Anatolia (Turkey), exam¬ 
ining numerous abandoned mounds until he found one 
that matched the description ofTroy in Homer’s story. 
After he had excavated the site for many seasons, Schlie¬ 
mann’s adventure came to an exciting climax. During 
the last days of his final campaign he uncovered a cache 
of golden treasures that he believed belonged to Priam, 
one of the main characters in the story. As it turned 
out, these artifacts were much older than Schliemann 
claimed they were. He smuggled these treasures out of 
the country illegally and gave them to his wife for her 
personal adornment. Back in Europe she made quite 


an impression, boasting that her jewellery came from 
Homer’s fabled city and were undoubtedly worn by 
the legendary Helen ofTroy herself. 

Romantic stories abound about amazing discover¬ 
ies from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and 
indeed it was an exciting era for archaeological discov¬ 
ery. Recent research has forced scholars to reinterpret 
some of the earlier spectacular discoveries, but many 
of them remain valid and important. One discovery 
in particular that shocked the world in the 1870s was 
the reported discovery of the original Biblical flood 
story. 16 George Smith, a young, self-taught specialist 
of the ancient Akkadian language, was working at the 
then newly established British Museum in London, 
which had been built to house and display the wealth 
of archaeological treasures pouring into the United 
Kingdom at the time. Smith had been given the task 
of joining together the numerous fragments of broken 
tablets in order to read and catalogue them. While 
reading through the tablets he discovered a story 
about a man named Utnapishtim (see Ch. 8), who, 
having been warned about a coming flood, built a 
huge boat into which he gathered his farm animals 
and his family. Together they rode out a terrible storm 
that lasted seven days and seven nights. Eventually, 
the boat landed on a high mountain. After a few days 
this Babylonian Noah released a dove, a swallow, and 
a raven before determining that it was safe to exit 
the boat. 

Smith was convinced that he had found the origi¬ 
nal story that had inspired the version of the flood 
story found in the Bible. However, he could not 
be sure because his broken tablet was missing an 
important section containing about 17 lines of the 
story. Despite this, Smith’s discovery was extremely 
important, and in 1872 he presented it to an assem¬ 
bly of scholars in London at the annual meeting 
of the Society of Biblical Archaeology. The United 
Kingdom in the 1870s was a very religious nation, 
but new ideas such as Charles Darwin’s theory of 
evolution and the discoveries by geologists of impres¬ 


sions of extinct creatures preserved in rock forma¬ 
tions that were millions of years old, had shaken 
the foundations of biblical truth. Many people were 
very anxious to see some archaeological proof of 
the validity of the stories in the Bible. When Smith 
read a paper concerning his discoveries before the 
members of the Society of Biblical Archaeology, the 
audience was spellbound. Afterwards, members of 
the society passed a unanimous resolution calling 
on the British Museum to undertake further inves¬ 
tigations to search for the missing fragments of the 
story. The process was accelerated when a London 
newspaper, the Daily Telegraph, gave a donation of 
£1000 to help finance an immediate expedition to 
the ancient city of Nineveh, in Iraq, where it was 
thought more tablets might lie buried. Everything 
was arranged quickly and a month after his discovery 
was announced, Smith travelled from London to the 
Near East in search of more tablets. 

After months of delay in Turkey he was able to 
begin excavating. Amazingly, after only five days he 
not only unearthed tablets, but also discovered a 
fragment that contained most of the lines that were 
missing from the story he had found in the British 
Museum. Smith triumphantly telegraphed the details 
of his archaeological scoop to the Daily Telegraph in 
London. The world was amazed by Smith’s discov¬ 
ery and reaction in the United Kingdom and else¬ 
where was remarkable. Although it was a moment 
of triumph for Smith, it would be his last, for upon 
hearing from him the owners of the newspaper cut 
their financial aid to his excavation and he was forced 
to return home. George Smith’s discoveries caused 
an uproar among religious scholars and historians, 
and the debate concerning the ancient Sumerians 
and Babylonians and their influence on stories in 
the Bible raged for years afterwards. This debate 
continues today, albeit in a more subdued manner. 
Although through archaeological research new light 
has been shed upon the stories and myths from the 
past, the main purpose of archaeology is not to prove 
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or disprove the Bible or ancient Greek stories any 
more than it is to till up museums with treasures 
from ancient lands. 

What, then, is the purpose of archaeology? 
Archaeology has two main tasks: 

• to establish a chronology, that is, to determine 
the age of the artifacts found at a particular site; 

• to reconstruct the past lifeways of ancient 
people, which involves determining such things 
as their technology, economy, political system, 
religion, and art. 


To clarify these objectives, this chapter will draw 
examples front an archaeological excavation in the 
Near East. Even though this excavation cannot explain 
all aspects of archaeological research, it will neverthe¬ 
less serve as a good example of how archaeologists get 
their information. 

EXCAVATING IN NORTHERN MESOPOTAMIA 

In 1983 the government of the Syrian Arab Repub¬ 
lic announced plans for a giant project to build a 



View ofTeH'Atij from the Khabur River in eastern Syria. 



Mud-brick house at night.The area on the left served as a 
kitchen and dining area, and that on the right as a laboratory for 
examining and preserving artifacts. 


number of dams to exploit the Khabur river val¬ 
ley for irrigation purposes. 17 With the damming of 
this tributary of the Euphrates River, more than 
60 important archaeological sites from all periods 
of history would be lost under the waters of a vast 
shallow lake. To explore these sites the Syrian gov¬ 
ernment called on the international community of 
archaeologists to come to its aid. Teams of archaeol¬ 
ogists from Belgium, the Netherlands, Poland, Ger¬ 
many, Japan, the United States, France, Denmark, 
Lebanon, and Canada answered the call to save the 
precious cultural heritage buried along the banks of 
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Local workers at Tell 'Atij. 


A worker dumps a load of dirt at the edge of the tell with a view 
of the Tell'Atij encampment in the background. 



Accurate measurements and detailed plans are an essential 
element of any excavation. Here one archaeologist takes 
measurements and calls them out to the architect seated 
nearby, who records them on a top plan. 



Local workers at Tell 'Atij. 



A Bedouin worker hands a guff a or basket of dirt to 
another worker. 



The project photographer records the 
excavation data on film or with a digital 
camera. 



Burial of a small child found on the summit 
of the tell.The site architect and his assistant 
will measure and record the orientation of 
the skeleton and the accompanying grave 
goods before they are removed and sent to 
a laboratory for further study. 
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Archaeologist Hillary Gopnik supervises the removal of a 
wall from an area of the site that was used for administrative 
purposes. 



Workers remove earth from the main excavation area by passing 
guffas filled with dirt up a ladder. 


the Khabur River. The Canadian team was led by 
Professor Michel Fortin and a group of archaeologi¬ 
cal researchers and graduate students from the Uni¬ 
versity of Toronto and Laval University (Universite 
Laval) in Quebec City. In exchange for Canadian 
help and expertise, the Syrian government agreed 
to give the fragmentary material and a percentage 


of the artifacts recovered to Laval University. These 
artifacts are a welcome addition to Laval’s museo- 
logical centre and constitute one of the finest col¬ 
lections of its kind. Researchers, students, and the 
public will be able to view and study these objects for 
generations to come. 

Professor Fortin chose a small site called Tell ‘Atij 
(Arabic for “the old mound”), located about 201cm 
south of the nearest town, and 5001cm to the east of 
the Syrian capital of Damascus. Before archaeologists 
could begin their work they had to build a mud-brick 
house, which served as a kitchen and dining area. In 
the second season the house was enlarged, toilets and 
showers were added (no longer was it necessary to 
bathe in the river), and a small laboratory and draft¬ 
ing area were set up. Finally, a wall of mud bricks was 
built around the compound to keep stray animals, 
especially vicious dogs, from wandering into camp. 
The excavators slept in army tents that were purchased 
locally. The Syrians provided the Canadian group 
with a representative from the Directorate of Antiqui¬ 
ties and Museums to help coordinate the excavation 
and to ensure that no Syrian laws were contravened. 
However, the government representative was present 
not only to look out for Syrian interests. He helped 
to find and hire local workers, supervised their hours, 
and made sure that they were paid every two weeks. 
The representative also helped the team to get settled 
and meet local merchants and people in the service 
trades. If someone was sick the representative knew 
the location of the nearest hospital; often in a Near 
Eastern country what seems bewildering to foreign¬ 
ers can be done quickly and easily by the government 
representative. 

The principal mound at Tell ‘Atij (its ancient 
name is not known) measured a modest 200m long 
by 40 m wide and was about 8 m above the plain at 
its highest point. Right from the start this mound 
was very promising because its surface was lit¬ 
tered with hundreds of pieces of broken pottery, or 


“potsherds”, most of which were dateable from the 
Early Dynastic period (called the Ninevite V period 
in northern Mesopotamia), roughly 3000-2500 bc. 
From the surface pottery evidence it was clear that 
the site was a centre of intense activity and that there 
was an excellent chance it would be of significant 
archaeological value. 

Getting started 

Before work could begin the site had to be surveyed 
using a theodolite, measuring tapes, and a ranging 
rod. Site contours were then mapped on a plan and 
divided into a grid of 6m by 6m squares. All archaeo¬ 
logical sites must be surveyed so that when objects 
are found their exact location can be determined. 
Before the survey could begin, a single location 
called the “datum point” was established, and it is 
in relation to this point that walls, rooms, burials, 
pottery, and occupation areas are drawn on a series 
of detailed plans for the entire site. Each artifact or 
architectural feature is clearly indicated and drawn to 
scale and photographed, so that the whole site can 
be understood and studied long after the excavation 
is terminated. It is important to remember that a site 
can only be excavated once. After the artifacts have 
been unearthed the whole excavation process cannot 
be repeated because as the site is excavated much of it 
is also destroyed. As the excavation proceeds artifacts 
are retrieved, recorded, and safely stored. When the 
excavation is completed the walls and floor surfaces 
of the last level will remain, but the material above 
will have been removed. One of the most important 
tasks of archaeology is to establish the “chronology” 
of the site. There are numerous dating methods avail¬ 
able to do this, but not all of them are equally useful 
in all parts of the world or on all types of sites. Some 
provide greater accuracy than others; some are useful 
in one context but not in another. 
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The principles of stratigraphy. 


Types of dating techniques: relative dating 
methods 

Stratification means the deposition or arrangement 
of the different layers of human occupation at an 
archaeological site. The most widely used dating 
method is called “stratigraphy”, 18 meaning the study 
of the different layers or levels of occupation. Stratig¬ 
raphy is based on the “law of superposition”. Simply 
stated, the law of superposition means that artifacts 
found at the deepest levels of an excavation are the 
oldest, and those found nearest to the surface are 
the youngest. The date of each layer or stratum may 
be determined by the latest or most recent artifacts 
found in the soil that constitutes a given layer. Stratig¬ 
raphy is an excellent dating method since it can be 
used in the field on any kind of site, anywhere in the 
world, and can usually be learned quickly by students. 
In addition, stratigraphy requires no specialized or 
costly laboratory equipment to obtain results. Despite 
its simplicity, stratigraphy does have its limitations 
since it can never give an exact numerical date to an 
artifact. Because of this, all stratigraphic dates are 
relative dates and indicate only which layers (and the 
artifacts found in those layers) are older or younger 
relative to other layers above or below them. The 
term “relative” should not be understood as mean¬ 
ing inaccurate. In fact, relative dates can be quite 
accurate and form the backbone of archaeological 
chronology. 

In most parts of the ancient Near East buildings 
were made of mud bricks. Unburnt mud-brick struc¬ 
tures will not last more than a few decades before 
they must be rebuilt with new bricks. When the walls 
of a building were intentionally thrown down, the 
old walls were not removed, but simply toppled over 
and levelled out to make room for the new struc¬ 
ture, which was built on top of the remains of the 
old one. Each time a structure was rebuilt a new layer 
or stratum was created. After repeating this process 
a number of times a mound containing many strata 


was formed. Some of these mounds are only a few 
metres high, while others such as the ancient site 
of‘Acharneh are 30m or more above the original 
ground level. 

Strata could be formed in other ways as well. If the 
site was abandoned because of enemy attack, drought, 
or disease, it may have remained unoccupied for years 


or even centuries, then resettled later. In addition to 
buildings, after many centuries of occupation a habi¬ 
tation site will build up debris from normal human 
activities. Such things as garbage, broken pottery, and 
discarded or lost tools and valuables accumulate in 
and around areas where people have lived. Mixed in 
with this debris are the remains of houses and other 
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Stratigraphy from Tell'Atij showing different levels of occupation and the remains of brick walls. 



The massive Bronze Age mound at Tell 'Acharneh, Syria, 
40m high x 300m long. 



Pottery in the local market, Amman, Jordan. 


buildings in which the former occupants lived and 
worked, and all of this material helps to form the 
different strata of a habitation site. 

At Tell ‘Atij the first artifacts recovered close to 
the surface were recent burials of local villagers, some 
of which were only a few decades old. Being close to 
the surface these artifacts were the youngest objects 
found on the site. Below these most recent burials 
were earlier ones front the Islamic period (seventh 
to fourteenth centuries ad), while below them (in 
one part of the site), Roman burials front the second 
century ad were found. Deeper still were the remains 
of the original inhabitants of the tell. 


Pottery 

Pots were used to cook and store cereal grains and 
were essential to prepare foods such as porridge, 
gruel, and beer. Pots are vermin proof and prevent 
mice and other rodents front eating stored grain. 
In addition, pots keep grain dry and free front rot 
and mildew. 19 Pots, jars, and even potsherds provide 
valuable clues that help to determine the economy, 
technology, and age of a site. But if pots and pot¬ 
sherds have no dates stamped on them how can 
archaeologists use them for dating? The type of pot¬ 
tery found at Tell ‘Atij is called Ninevite V pottery, 
and has been known since the 1930s when the Brit¬ 
ish archaeologist Max Mallowan first encountered 
this type of pottery in the number five stratum while 
he was excavating at Nineveh, hence its name. Over 
the years pots like those retrieved at Tell ‘Atij have 
been found in strata that also contained dateable 
artifacts such as written documents or plant remains 
that could be dated using the radiocarbon method 
(see below). Based on this, Ninevite V pottery had 
been previously dated to 3000-2500 bc. When the 
same type of pottery was found at Tell ‘Atij it was 
reasonable to conclude that it dated from the same 
period. Because there are slight variations even within 
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Ninevite V pottery (about 2500 Bc),Tell 'Atij, Syria. 



Cosmic radiation continually bombards 
the earth, changing some of the 
carbon in the carbon dioxide 
absorbed by plants into the 
radioactive C 14 isotope 




a given type of pottery, it was possible to date the site 
even more precisely to the middle of the third mil¬ 
lennium BC. 



Drawing of an 
example of Ninevite 
V pottery. Important 
items such as 
pottery that has 
distinguishing 
or "diagnostic" 
characteristics are 
both drawn and 
photographed. 



The C 14 continues to decay, so the 
proportion of C 14 in the bones 
continues to decrease over time 



A bone can be tested in 
the laboratory and its 
remaining amount of 
C 14 compared with that 
of a modern sample. 
The difference in the 
proportion of C 14 in 
the two samples gives 
us the amount of C 14 
decay. From this, the 
time elapsed since 
the sample stopped 
ingesting C 14 can be 
determined. 


Nuclear physics and absolute dating: 
the principles of radiocarbon dating 

Up until the late 1940s, stratigraphy, pottery, 
numismatics, and calendars were the only tools 
available to scholars for determining ancient chro¬ 
nologies. However, in 1949 a new dating system 
was introduced that radically changed archaeology. 
An American, William F. Libby, developed a tech¬ 
nique that was a spin-off of nuclear physics. In 1960 
Libby received the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his 
revolutionary discovery: radiocarbon dating. Radio¬ 
carbon or carbon-14 (C 14 ) dating may be explained 
as follows. 

The earth is constantly being bombarded by cos¬ 
mic radiation, or rays, consisting of small subatomic 
particles. When these particles reach the earth’s 
atmosphere they cause changes in one of the very 
common elements present in our atmosphere, the gas 
carbon dioxide. The carbon atoms in carbon dioxide 
are a carbon isotope called carbon-12 (C 12 ), which is 
one of the fundamental elements found in all living 
organisms. When cosmic radiation comes in contact 
with carbon-12 atoms, a small number of them are 
altered and changed into carbon-14 atoms, another 
carbon isotope. Carbon-14 isotopes are simply carbon- 
12 atoms whose nuclei have been modified so that 
their atomic mass is increased from 12 to 14. There is 
only about one carbon-14 isotope in the atmosphere 
for every million million carbon-12 atoms. 

Both carbon-12 and carbon-14 combine with 
oxygen to form carbon dioxide. Carbon dioxide is 


The principles of radiocarbon dating. Besides 
bone, radiocarbon dating can be used on wood, 
seeds, shells, cloth and other organic materials. 
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taken into plants during their growth cycle and even¬ 
tually animals eat the plants, so that ultimately all 
living organisms ingest carbon-12 and carbon-14. 
The proportion of carbon-12 to carbon-14 is the 
same in plants and animals as it is in the atmosphere: 
about a million million to one. Carbon-14 differs 
from carbon-12 because it is radioactive, meaning 
that it decays or deteriorates at a constant rate over a 
given period of time. This radioactive decay is going 
on all around us all the time in the air, the oceans, 
and the soil. It is important not to confuse the nor¬ 
mal organic decay that takes place after the death 
of any living organism with the radioactive decay of 
carbon-14. Even though dead creatures may chemi¬ 
cally decay in a few days or weeks, this in no way 
affects the amount of carbon-14 they contain because 
whatever remains of the organism - bones, shells, 
sticks, seeds or whatever - still has the same ratio of 
carbon-12 to carbon-14. When a plant or animal dies 
it no longer takes in carbon-12 or carbon-14 and 
the carbon-14 that it has ingested while it was alive 
begins to decay. 

It will take approximately 5600 years for half of 
the carbon-14 in any given sample to decay, so the 
“half-life” of carbon-14 is 5600 years. In another 
5600 years half of what remains will decay, and this 
process will continue until the amount left is so small 
that it can no longer be measured. Thus, if a sam¬ 
ple of human bone contains only half the amount 
of carbon-14 found in living human bone, then the 
sample died 5600 years ago, and anything found 
in the same stratigraphic layer dates from the same 
period. 

Radiocarbon or carbon-14 dates are typically 
given within a range of a certain number of years, 
which can vary. The symbol ± is used after the date 
to indicate the range. Thus, for example, a date may 
be expressed as 750 bc ± 25 years. This means that 
the date falls somewhere within a 50-year range 
between 775 bc and 725 bc. Even though carbon-14 
dates do not produce exact calendar dates, they are 


still considered absolute dates because, unlike rela¬ 
tive dates, they are not relative to the date of another 
artifact. 

One of the tasks of the modern archaeologist is to 
find suitable samples of organic material that can be 
dated by the carbon-14 method. Wood charcoal is a 
good material since it is almost pure carbon. One or 
two grams of charcoal provides plenty of material for 
a dating sample. Finding some old wooden beams 
or the remains of a cooking fire may not seem very 
important to an outsider, but to an archaeologist it can 
provide as much valuable information about the age 
of an ancient society as a burial containing many fine 
artifacts. At Tell ‘Atij, samples of wood suitable for 
carbon-14 dating have been retrieved and analysed by 
the geophysical sciences laboratory at Laval University. 
To ensure accuracy, other samples of the same mate¬ 
rial were also sent to two laboratories in the United 
States. The radiocarbon dates confirm the pottery and 
stratigraphic dates, and the combined results of the 
three methods place Tell ‘Atij firmly in the middle of 
the third millennium bc. 

Exact dates: numismatics 

Numismatics is the study of coins. Coins are made of 
metals such as gold, silver, or, more commonly, cop¬ 
per, and last for thousands of years. Pieces of money 
offer one of the most reliable dating sources known 
because they either have a date stamped on them 
(most ancient coins did not), or they have a repre¬ 
sentation of a person or symbol that is dateable. If a 
coin is found with the likeness of a particular king on 
it and the exact dates of that king’s reign are known, 
then artifacts found with that coin in the same strata 
can be dated from the same period. Coins can give 
very precise, even exact dates for their own manufac¬ 
ture, and are one of the few artifacts that can do so. 
However, coins are rare or absent from most sites and 
since they only appeared in the seventh century bc , 20 


they have limited use as chronological indicators. As 
explained above, along with coins, written material 
such as letters, economic texts, and annals may also 
yield exact calendar dates. 

Interpreting the data 

The excavators at Tell ‘Atij were struck by the lack 
of any evidence of living quarters on the main tell. 
Instead of houses, they found a number of mud-brick 
silos that were used for storing grain. Most of the 
silos were about 1.5 m square at the base and 2 m 
high, although a few were larger. Most of them were 
plastered on the inside to keep their interiors clean 
and dry. There were a dozen such silos at Tell ‘Atij 
and each could hold 2-4 tonnes of grain: enough to 
feed a family of five for one year. On top of one of 
the clusters of silos were the remains of a building 
that was probably used for administrative purposes. 
But where were the remains of the inhabitants of 
Tell ‘Atij? The main tell produced no evidence that 
would indicate that anyone actually lived there. About 
30m from the tell a smaller habitation site was found. 
Here, the remains of a number of brick houses were 
uncovered where the merchants who ran the grain 
storage operation on the main tell once lived. Apart 
from the fact that the principal tell only revealed 
structures used for grain storage, additional evidence 
was accumulated that corroborated the hypothesis 
that the site served as a grain storage and distribution 
centre. One interesting piece of information was the 
retrieval of a number of tokens or counters similar 
to the ones that will be discussed in the section on 
writing in Chapter 2. 

It has been established that such clay tokens were 
used to record business transactions before writing 
was developed, and were in use from the Neolithic 
period down to the second millennium bc (8000- 
1800 bc ). 21 Several of the tokens were shaped like the 
heads of cattle (see Ch. 2) and several of the round 
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tokens indicate sheep. These types of tokens have led 
researchers to believe that, in addition to cereal grains, 
animals and animal by-products were also being raised 
and processed at Tell ‘Atij. A small clay tablet that 
was used for recording purposes was also retrieved. 
Accompanying the tablet was a stone cylinder seal 
used to personalize business transactions. Cylinder 
seals were made of stone and engraved with geometric 
designs. Such geometric patterns are typical of the 
third millennium bc. 

Agricultural goods were stored or shipped in large 
sacks or jars sealed with clay; cylinder seals were then 
rolled over the clay while it was still wet. The resulting 
impressions in the wet clay served as identifying marks 


or signatures since at that time most people could 
not actually write their own names. At the smaller 
site, where the inhabitants once lived, a number of 
stone formations were uncovered; they were used as 
wharves or mooring facilities for small grain-carrying 
boats. Even though no traces of actual boats have 
been found, a small clay representation of a boat has 
been recovered. The clearest evidence that boats were 
in common use at Tell ‘Atij comes from a number 
of stone anchors that were found at the site. These 
anchors consisted of triangular-shaped stones into 
which three holes had been drilled. One of the holes 
would have had a rope passed through it that was 
attached to a boat, while the other two holes con¬ 
tained long sharpened pegs that would have held the 
anchor firmly to the river bottom. Marine traffic on 
the Khabur River is rare today, but 40 or 50 centuries 
ago it was common. 

A pedologist (soil specialist) from Laval University 
accompanied the team of archaeologists each season 
and carried out research on the types of soils around 
Tell ‘Atij. He was able to determine that the Khabur 
River was deeper in ancient times than it is today, and 
served as a transportation artery for boat traffic. In 
addition, he discovered that at the time the principal 
tell was occupied, Tell ‘Atij was actually an island in 
the middle of the Khabur River. Centuries later, the 
river silted up and a land bridge formed between its 
east bank and the island tell. 


Why did ancient peoples choose Tell ‘Atij as a 
grain storage depot? The tell was situated on die edge 
of a vast grain-producing area that did not depend 
on irrigation for agricultural production. By study¬ 
ing the meagre plant remains left on the floors of 
the silos, a paleobotanist (a specialist in ancient plant 
remains) was able to determine that grains which 
grew naturally in the vicinity were collected and 
stored in silos on the island site. Tell ‘Atij, and the 
area further to the north, received sufficient annual 
rainfall (25-50cm) for crop production. In addi¬ 
tion, it was located at an elevation of 290m above 
sea level, which meant that it was slightly cooler than 
the agricultural regions at lower elevations to the 
south. Further south, in the river valleys of Sumer 
and Akkad, rainfall agriculture was impossible and 
farmers had to rely on a sophisticated irrigation sys¬ 
tem to ensure crop production. In times of famine, 
when the yearly harvests had not been sufficient, and 
the city-states of Sumer or Akkad needed additional 
grain to meet their needs, they sent agents north to 
the Khabur river valley to purchase or barter grain 
supplies to alleviate the threat of starvation. In times 
of food shortage the contents of the silos at Tell ‘Atij 
(and other towns in the area as well), would have 
been loaded on to small boats and sent down the 
Euphrates River to the city of Mari, as well as Sumer 
and Akkad further to the south. 
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Written evidence 

There is no written evidence of trade between Tell 
‘Atij and the cities of Sumer and Akkad during the 
third millennium bc. However, there are documents 
a few hundred years later from the second millennium 
bc that indicate that kings from the south did indeed 
procure food supplies from the Khabur River region. 
Texts from the city of Mari indicate that food expedi¬ 
tions frequently travelled to the “Upper Country,” 
meaning the region of the Khabur river valley. Texts 
written during the reign of King Zimri-Lim (18th 
century bc) indicate that he was not always able to 
bridge the gap between harvests and was forced to 
seek additional supplies of grain outside his own king¬ 
dom. These texts speak of caravans consisting of as 
many as a thousand donkeys capable of carrying up 
to 100 tonnes of grain, making the voyage north to 
bring back food supplies. Mentioned in addition to 
land caravans are river expeditions that transported 
as much as 350 tonnes of grain in a single voyage. 
Archaeologists have established that the great city 
of Mari was founded about 2800 bc as an economic 
and administrative centre. Mari was strategically situ¬ 
ated at the middle region of the Euphrates River to 
exploit the grain-producing areas of Khabur and other 
tributaries of the Euphrates River. 22 Evidence seems to 
indicate that Tell ‘Atij was part of a vast food supply 
network created to meet the needs of the large urban 
areas further to the south. 

The end of Tell 'Atij 

Tell ‘Atij functioned as a grain storage and distribu¬ 
tion centre for about a thousand years. Then, for 
some reason that is still unclear, it ceased operations 
and was abandoned for many centuries until the 


Romans came and spent a few decades at the foot 
of the mound, which they used as a cemetery. Three 
Roman burials from the second century ad have been 
discovered near the tell and this comes as no sur¬ 
prise since Tell ‘Atij lies only a kilometre north of the 
large Roman town of Tuneinir. A military outpost, 
Tuneinir was occupied by the Romans 2000 years 
after the original inhabitants had abandoned Tell 
‘Atij. After the Romans, the site was used sporadi¬ 
cally as a burial area. During the third millennium bc 
the site was surrounded by an oval defensive wall, half 
of which has been eroded away by the river over the 
centuries. The wall would have been about 250m in 
circumference, creating an enclosure about 80m long 
by 45m wide. The wall was 2.5m thick and 6m high, 
indicating that enemies and intruders were certainly 
known to the inhabitants of Tell ‘Atij, and undoubt¬ 
edly outsiders coveted the food supplies that were 
stored within the town. At some point the Khabur 
River then silted up on the east side of the tell, mak¬ 
ing it vulnerable to attacks by intruders. However, 
it does not appear that the small community met a 
violent end since the archaeological record shows no 
evidence of war or conflict. Instead, Professor Fortin 
believes that with the establishment of the Akkadian 
Empire around 2350 bc (see Ch. 4), a new trading 
strategy was developed in the south that no longer 
included storage depots like Tell ‘Atij. This change 
in trading patterns ultimately forced the inhabitants 
to abandon the site. 

Even though much has been learned during the 
six seasons of excavation at Tell ‘Atij, not all the ques¬ 
tions about who the people were or what happened to 
them will be answered. Starting in the late 1990s the 
waters of the Khabur River began to back up behind 
the large dam situated downstream and, within a few 
months, they submerged forever the last remains of 
this small, fortified town. 



This plan shows the location of the principal tell in 
relation to the Khabur River.The dotted lines indicate 
the original location of the town wall, now washed away 
by centuries of erosion. Each square measures 6m x 6m 
and indicates an excavated area. 































2 Agriculture 
and the origins 
of civilization 


What is civilization? What do we mean when we say 
that an individual or group is civilized? In the con¬ 
text of this book no moral or ethical sense will be 
attached to the word civilization, nor will it be used 
to judge people’s behaviour as being either good or 
bad. Instead, the word civilization will be used to 
indicate a number of technological developments and 
social changes that appeared in Mesopotamia, and 
neighbouring Egypt, more than 50 centuries ago. 1 
Agriculture was the first of the great changes that 
enabled civilizations to develop. What is agriculture? 
Agriculture, 2 the domestication of certain plants and 
animals, resulted in radical economic, social, and tech¬ 
nological changes for ancient peoples. Domestication 
means the development of a mutual dependence or 
“symbiotic relationship” between people and specific 
groups of plants and animals. 3 Once domestication 
occurs, all three are dependent upon each other for 
their collective survival. After agriculture was estab¬ 
lished the stage was set for changes and developments 
that led to the rise of civilization. The principal ele¬ 
ments of civilization are: 4 

• Cities. A city may be defined as any group of 
people living in an urban environment with a 
population of 10000 or more. 5 The social con¬ 
ditions created by cities required specialization 
of tasks for each member of society, resulting in 
differences in wealth, and creating an inequality 
among community members that was previ¬ 
ously unknown. 


• Monumental architecture . 6 Building projects, 
such as fortification walls, temples, or pyramids, 
required the large-scale effort on the part of 
most or all of the members of a community. 

• Writing . 7 Writing is the act of communicating 
transactions, events, or ideas through a mutu¬ 
ally understood set of symbols or characters 
inscribed on paper, clay, stone, or some other 
substance. 

Evidence indicates that agriculture, combined with 
the elements of civilization, came together for the 
first time in human development in the regions of 
the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, about 3100 bc. At 
the same time similar developments were taking place 
in Egypt, but evidence for cities like those found in 
Mesopotamia is still lacking. 

THE ORIGINS OF AGRICULTURE 

Before people became farmers and herders and began 
to live in villages and cities, they sustained themselves 
by hunting and gathering. 8 This method of obtaining 
foodstuffs is referred to as a “hunting and gather¬ 
ing economy”, and the people who practised it are 
called hunter-gatherers. In this type of economy, 
animals such as wild goats or gazelle were hunted for 
their meat and skins, and cereal grains, such as emmer 
wheat and barley, were gathered as food sources. In 
the ancient Near East, most of the hunter-gatherers’ 
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diets consisted of the wild grains that grew naturally in 
the foothills away from the Nile and Tigris-Euphrates 
river valleys, since these valleys were too hot and dry 
for them to grow. Before 10000 bc, small tribes of 
hunter-gatherers roamed the foothills near the Tigris 
and Euphrates Rivers, following the herds of wild 
goats, sheep, and gazelle, killing the animals as they 
needed them, and supplementing their diets with 
cereal grains and other plants that could be found 
growing naturally. People were not the only ones 
who ate the wild cereal grains; the herd animals also 
depended on them for survival. 

Until about 12000 years ago, people survived by 
hunting animals with stone-tipped spears or bows and 
arrows, and gathering quantities of cereal grains and 
other kinds of plants by hand. Then, rather suddenly, 
between 10000 and 5000 bc, there were some remark¬ 
able changes in their economy and lifestyle. Starting 
at this time there is evidence for the domestication of 
both plants and animals, 9 and permanent human set¬ 
tlements began to appear. Human beings, and closely 
related human ancestors, had been hunter-gatherers 
for several million years prior to the development of 
agriculture. Why did they change their methods of 
obtaining food? 

It is unlikely that in the distant past some very 
intelligent and farsighted individual simply woke up 
one morning, reflected about his or her situation as 
a hunter-gatherer, and decided to improve life by 
inventing agriculture. 10 Some have speculated that 
women, not men, first understood agricultural proc¬ 
esses by watching seeds grow into plants around the 
campsite. Since women did not partake in the hunt, 
proponents of this theory reasoned that they would 
have had the time to observe the secrets of planting 
and harvesting, and would then have used their new 
discoveries to augment and improve the food supply. 
But there is no evidence that would indicate that one 
of the sexes was more inclined than the other towards 
the development of agriculture. The change from 
hunting and gathering to agriculture took thousands 


of years and cannot be considered as a discovery by 
a single person. Nor is it likely that pre-agricultural 
people were ignorant of the connection between seeds 
and the growth of plants from them. It has been estab¬ 
lished that wild grasses, fruits, nuts, berries, roots, and 
cereals had been a part of human diet for thousands 
of years prior to the time the first steps towards agri¬ 
culture were taken. Although it was known that food¬ 
bearing plants grew from seeds, hunter-gatherers did 
not consider it necessary to plant them because they 
grew naturally, in the wild. 

Some of the earliest attempts at agriculture were 
made about 11000 bc in the coastal areas of Israel, 
Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria. This period of early agri¬ 
cultural development is referred to as the Natufian 
period (10 500-8500 bc). During this time small 
bands of 50-100 hunter-gatherers lived in circular 
huts and practised intensive gathering of wild grains, 
and may have attempted the domestication of some 
herd animals. Eventually, the climate began to dry 
out and agriculture in this region never developed 
beyond a very rudimentary level. Later, the major 
phases of agricultural innovation occurred further 
east and north in the highlands of Anatolia and in the 
Zagros mountains, in what are now the countries of 
Turkey, Iran, and Iraq. 

Three hypotheses on the origins of 
agriculture 

1 .The oasis hypothesis 

The change people made from hunting and gathering 
to food production was one of the most momentous 
events in all of human evolution. More than any other 
change in the previous two or three million years, 
agriculture not only changed how people obtained 
their food, but it changed social relationships between 
them, and how they related to the planet. Agriculture 
has resulted in massive and lasting modifications to 



A farmer in eastern Turkey harvesting grain with a handheld 
sickle. Early farmers in the Near East used similar methods. 


the physical environment of earth, and a substantial 
increase in the number of its inhabitants. It has only 
been since the 1920s that a concerted effort has been 
made to better understand the problems stemming 
front the changes from a hunting and gathering econ¬ 
omy to one based on agriculture. One of the pioneers 
in this area was the historian V. Gordon Childe. His 
ideas about the origins of agriculture are referred to as 
the “oasis hypothesis”. Childe believed that climatic 
changes at the end of the last Ice Age had a great effect 
on subsequent human development. According to 
Childe, until about 12 000 years ago much of the Near 
East, including Iraq, Palestine, Egypt, and Turkey, 
had been fertile and well-watered before the great ice 
formations began to dry out and withdraw towards 
the northern regions of the planet. When the gla¬ 
ciers melted and disappeared, rivers stopped flowing 
from them and the great grasslands of the Near East 
turned to deserts. As a consequence, hunter-gather¬ 
ers, who had traditionally exploited the vast herds of 
game animals in the open countryside, were forced 
into the shrinking wet areas along the banks of the 
Nile, Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, or around oases 
that still managed to survive in the increasingly hot 
and dry deserts. 
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The shaded area indicates the maximum extent of the last Ice Age. 


According to Childe, once people and animals 
were confined to smaller areas, their close proximity 
to each other provided a stimulus for them to adopt 
new food-producing techniques. 11 Stimulated by this 
new closeness to their food sources, hunter-gatherers 
moved beyond their traditional methods of obtain¬ 
ing food and made the very progressive step towards 
agriculture. As the water supply diminished through 
the desiccation of the environment, people, plants, 
and animals, all dependent on stable water sources, 
were forced into a closer contact with each other. 
This closeness or “juxtaposition”, 12 as Childe called 
it, enabled people to observe animals firsthand and 
led to their domestication. It also required people 


to abandon their nomadic lifestyle and settle in one 
place to ensure that they and their newly domesti¬ 
cated animals would always be close to reliable water 
sources. 

Childe’s hypothesis dominated thinking on the 
subject for several decades until research by paleo- 
climatologists (people who study ancient climatic 
conditions) showed that even though there was a 
slight climatic change about 9000 bc, the great cli¬ 
matological change Childe spoke of at the end of 
the last Ice Age did not occur in the Near East the 
way he said it did. 13 Although Childe’s hypothesis 
succeeds in bringing plants, animals, and people 
together, it does not explain why people in these 


circumstances would want to take up agriculture. 
Childe assumed that people were naturally progres¬ 
sive and over the centuries had attempted to improve 
their living conditions by developing new and better 
techniques of obtaining food. But, putting people 
and animals together in close proximity would not in 
itself have led to domestication. Instead, it probably 
would have served only to reinforce hunting activi¬ 
ties, since if the people knew that the animals could 
no longer stray very far from their water sources, the 
hunters would not have been obliged to follow after 
the animals to hunt them down; they could have 
simply waited by any riverbank or water hole until 
their prey came in search of the ever-diminishing 
water supply and killed them. Following Childe’s 
reasoning, there would have been no need to start 
penning up the animals, since they would have come 
by necessity to the hunters who lived near sources 
of water, instead of the hunters being forced to seek 
them out. Childe’s hypothesis does not satisfacto¬ 
rily explain how or why humans made the shift from 
hunting and gathering to agriculture, but it does 
emphasize the importance of climatological change 
when considering the origins of agriculture. 

2.The nuclear zone hypothesis 

In response to Childe’s oasis hypothesis, two British 
anthropologists, Harold Peake and Herbert Fleure, 
argued that agriculture began not in the lowland river 
valleys or oases but in the highlands of Turkey and 
the foothills adjacent to the Tigris-Euphrates river 
valley. Wild cereal grasses such as wheat and barley 
grew naturally in these regions, and did not depend 
on human intervention for their growth and survival. 
No one was able to test either Childe’s oasis or Peake 
and Eleure’s foothills hypotheses until the late 1940s. 
At that time an American anthropologist, Robert 
Braidwood, organized an archaeological expedition 
to a small village in Iraq called Qalat Jarmo expressly 
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Annual rainfall. Shaded areas received 25-50cm of rainfall annually. It was in these same areas,at elevations 
300-1800m above sea level, that the first steps towards agriculture were taken during the Neolithic period. 


to determine the origins of agriculture. 14 Qalat Jarmo 
was located in a unique ecological zone that met cer¬ 
tain requirements for the development of agriculture. 
This zone, called the “nuclear zone”, was located in 
an area 300-1800m above sea level, far from the river 
valleys of Egypt and Mesopotamia, where tempera¬ 
tures were too harsh to allow wild wheat and barley 
to grow naturally. Nor was the nuclear zone so high 
in the mountains that the wild cereal grains would 
die from the cold temperatures found at elevations 
above 1800m. The nuclear zone was located between 
two temperature extremes that were neither too hot, 
nor too cold. 

The nuclear zone was situated inside a region where 
the average rainfall was 25-50cm each year (see map). 
If the rainfall had been higher, forests would have 
grown up in the area and covered the space needed 
for wild wheat and barley grains to grow. Likewise, in 
areas where the annual rainfall was less than 2 5 cm the 
wild grains would have died out from lack of water. 
Braidwood excavated for five seasons, searching for 
the first signs of primitive agriculture. To carry out 
his research he assembled a team of specialists that 
included archaeologists as well as a botanist, a zoolo¬ 
gist, and a geologist to help study and analyse the very 
diverse types of data that were needed to substantiate 
his hypothesis. 

About the same time, hoping to prove Childe’s 
oasis hypothesis, a British archaeologist named Kath¬ 
leen Kenyon mounted an expedition to the ancient 
city of Jericho, known from the Old Testament of the 
Bible for the story about its walls supposedly being 
knocked over by the force of loud trumpet blasts. 
Unlike Qalat Jarmo, Jericho is located outside the 
nuclear zone in an area 250m below sea level, and 
receives little rainfall. It is, however, located next to 
a copious spring. Even though Jericho was older than 
Qalat Jarmo, the dates for both showed that the two 
villages were already active 9000 years ago. 

For some time a debate raged between scholars as 
to which hypothesis, the nuclear zone or the oasis, 


was correct. Several decades of research have shown 
that the inhabitants of Jericho were traders who 
exchanged salt from the nearby Dead Sea for food 
products, 15 but they also grew some food themselves. 
It seems that Jericho was both an ancient trading cen¬ 
tre and an early agricultural village. Since the Jericho 
excavations in the 1950s, many early farming villages 
have been found, most located in the nuclear zone, 


but only two other early agricultural sites, Mureybet 
and El-Kown, have been located near rivers or oases. 
Evidence indicates that after the initial impetus in 
Syria-Palestine, the first steps towards agriculture and 
the domestication of animals took place in the nuclear 
zone in the foothills of the ancient Near East, and 
not near oases, nor in the Nile or Tigris-Euphrates 
river valleys. 
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Through pioneering research, Braidwood and 
others had been successful in establishing where 
agriculture originated, but they were never able to 
explain fully why agriculture occurred. 16 After all, 
it was argued, if hunting and gathering had been a 
successful economy for thousands, even millions of 
years, why change? We are sometimes tempted to 
think that people are naturally innovative and want to 
continually improve their circumstances by develop¬ 
ing new time- and labour-saving techniques. How¬ 
ever, because modern people of the 21st century view 
their own lifestyles and environment in this way does 
not mean that prehistoric peoples shared their ideas 
concerning progress. Anthropological research has 
shown that some primitive hunter-gatherers who 
existed until recently in remote regions of the earth, 
did not devote more than 8-12 hours a week hunting 
and gathering food. 17 The rest of the time they spent 
with their families, talking, telling myths and stories, 
repairing their weapons and clothes, or just taking it 
easy. Contrary to the popular belief that hunting and 
gathering was a bleak and terrible existence, stud- 


Chronology of ancient Mesopotamia: early periods (all dates bc) 


Chronological stages 

Period 

Dates 

Hunters and gatherers 

End of Upper 

15,000 

End of the last Ice Age and 

Paleolithic 

Epi-paleolithic 

12,000-7000 

the beginning of agriculture 
Early farming communities 

Neolithic 

8000-4000 


Hassuna (North) 

6000-5300 


Samara (South) 

7000-5300 


Halaf 

6000-5000 


Chogi Mami 

5400-5100 


Ubaid 

5000-3800 


Early Uruk 

3800-3500 

Bronze Age begins 

Middle Uruk 

3500-3200 

Formation of early cities 

Late Uruk 

3200-3100 

Development of writing 

Jemdet Nasr 

3100-2900 


Early Dynastic 1 

2900-2700 


Early Dynastic II 

2700-2500 


Early Dynastic III 

2500-2350 


ies show that some hunter-gatherers spent less time 
obtaining food than the average North American or 
European factory worker. One might ask: if hunting 
and gathering was such an easy and agreeable life, 
why take up farming? Farming is hard work and often 
requires tremendous effort and dedication to clear 
and prepare the land, fight off diseases and predators, 
and build irrigation canals, before finally bringing 
in the harvest. Furthermore, with agriculture one is 
permanently tied to the land with little or no chance 
of ever leaving it to find new adventures or to meet 
new peoples. Compared to farming, hunting is an 
exciting and stimulating activity that challenges hunt¬ 
ers as they stalk their prey. For millennia generations 
of farmers in the Near East were born, lived out their 
lives, and died without ever travelling beyond the 
next village, without ever knowing what was over 
the next hill. 

3.The population pressure hypothesis 

Even though by the late 1960s it was becoming clear 
where and when agriculture began, the catalyst that 
actually caused people to begin the whole process 
of plant and animal domestication was still poorly 
understood. Childe, as well as Braidwood, had said 
essentially that once people were in close proximity 
to the right kinds of animals and plants, things began 
to happen and eventually agriculture developed. But 
hunter-gatherers had always been in close contact 
with plants and animals, the same ones that would one 
day be domesticated, and yet nothing had happened 
before. Why, about 12000 years ago, did people begin 
to change the way they obtained their food? 

Following the work of American anthropologists 
Lewis Binford and Kent Flannery, Canadians Philip 
Smith and T. Cuyler Young Jr. introduced a new 
element into the search for die origins of agriculture. 18 
Smith and Young hypodiesized that because of a slight 
warming of the climate (but not die kind of climatic 


change proposed by Childe), the living conditions of 
hunter-gatherers slowly improved, resulting in a very 
gradual increase in population. This increase contin¬ 
ued for many centuries until food resources became 
too scarce to maintain the population by hunting and 
gathering alone. When this critical point was reached, 
about 10000 years ago, people were faced with a 
major food crisis. To avoid starvation, people living 
in the nuclear zone had little choice but to intervene 
actively with plants and animals in an effort to increase 
food production. 19 

Coping with the food crisis 

One method of intervention consisted of breaking 
the ground with sticks, making it easier for seeds to 
germinate and take root. This would in turn serve to 
extend the growing season by protecting the seeds 
from the cold, and would ensure that fewer seeds 
were lost to birds and rodents. Another method 
of intervention was the selective hunting of game 
animals. By killing only the males or older females 
beyond the age of reproductive fertility, a steady sup¬ 
ply of meat would be maintained without diminishing 
the size of the herd. 20 People began watching over 
the herds to make sure that other predators such as 
lions and wolves did not eat too many of the wild 
goats, sheep, gazelle, or cattle destined for human 
consumption. Leading the flocks to fresh grazing 
areas and drinking water also helped to ensure that 
the animals remained healthy and productive. These 
procedures were some of the first steps away from 
hunting animals towards actually taking care of them, 
and eventually would lead to the domestication of 
sheep and goats by 7000 bc, followed by pigs and 
cattle between 6500 and 6000 bc Unlike previous 
interpretations, the population pressure hypothesis 
provided a reason why people took up agriculture: 
they were forced to do so. 21 Accordingly, had a popu¬ 
lation increase not occurred it is questionable whether 
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the domestication of plants and animals would have 
ever taken place. Once people began to intercede 
actively in the development of edible plants, cereal 
grains began to increase in size as well as expand 
their range outside the nuclear zone. This took place 
through a natural process called “hybridization”, 
whereby through mutations or cross-breeding, liv¬ 
ing organisms change their structure or behaviour. 
Cereal grains, like wheat and barley, began to produce 


more and bigger grains, but at the same time they 
also lost some of their ability to plant themselves in 
the ground with their old efficiency. When this hap¬ 
pened, cereal grains had to depend more and more 
on the intervention of human farmers to assure their 
survival. This mutual dependency is a good example 
of the symbiotic relationship that developed between 
people and their newly domesticated food sources. 
To help their crops survive, farmers started removing 


unwanted plants that were in competition with their 
food sources, a practice referred to today as “weed¬ 
ing”. Eventually, farmers began to devise dykes and 
ditches to supplement the water supply to their fields 
of grain. In reaction to human intervention, the new 
hybrid wheat and barley strains were able to adapt to 
the hotter temperatures of the great river valleys far 
from their original home in the nuclear zone. Once 
this happened the real potential of massive river irri¬ 
gation could be combined with the newly developed 
wheat and barley strains. From that moment on, the 
way was open for the greatest economic, social, and 
technological changes ever to take place since people 
had first appeared on earth. In the entire span of our 
existence on the planet, no development has had a 
more lasting impact on people than the development 
of agriculture. All that we now call “modern civiliza¬ 
tion” is the result of the agricultural revolution. By 
about 5000 bc, small farming villages were beginning 
to appear in the Tigris-Euphrates river valley and 
shortly thereafter in the Nile river valley. These early 
villages were inhabited by people who had up until 
that time been hunter-gatherers, roaming the land in 
search of wild plants and animals for their survival. The 
gradual shift from a hunting and gathering economy 
to an agricultural one took about 5000 years. If we 
consider that humans and human ancestors had been 
on the earth for six, or perhaps seven million years, 
then this time period is extremely short, and it is for 
this reason that V. Gordon Childe called this period 
of rapid change the “agricultural revolution”. 

A multidimensional approach to the origins 
of agriculture 

The three hypotheses presented all maintain that 
there was one major cause behind the origins of 
agriculture. 22 In the case of the oasis hypothesis it was 
a great climatic change; for the nuclear zone hypoth¬ 
esis it was a certain set of conditions that created a 
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special ecological region where agriculture could 
occur; for the population pressure hypothesis it was 
the increase in human population. Now, researchers 
realize that all three of these factors had a role in the 
development of agriculture. In the case of the oasis 
hypothesis, it has been established that there was some 
kind of climatological change in northern Africa and 
southwestern Asia that must have driven people out 
of the desert areas towards water sources. This may 
have been an important factor in the development of 
agriculture, but climatological change alone did not 
cause people to take up agriculture. 

Childe believed that agriculture developed around 
river valleys, while Braidwood showed that the region 
where most agricultural innovations originated was 
where wild cereal grains (and the animals who ate 
them) grew naturally in the nuclear zone. The nuclear 
zone was indeed the area where edible cereal grains 
occurred naturally, but this factor alone is not suf¬ 
ficient to explain the origins of agriculture. 

The major drawback of the population pressure 
hypothesis is that there are no census figures from 
this period, and no way has yet been devised to verify 
accurately prehistoric population figures. Neverthe¬ 
less, proponents of the population pressure hypoth¬ 
esis point out that the number of early agricultural 
sites did increase in the ninth millennium bc, and this 
seems to imply that there was a gradual increase in 
population as well. 

To better comprehend the origins of agricul¬ 
ture in the future, all three hypotheses will have 
to be employed in varying degrees to understand 
how the agricultural revolution came about. It now 
appears that during different periods of prehistory, 
in different areas, diverse groups of people took 
up agriculture for a number of different reasons, in 
accordance with the needs and environmental condi¬ 
tions throughout the different areas of the ancient 
Near East. 


Agriculture and urbanization: from farming 
villages to cities 

Once the agricultural techniques of plant and animal 
domestication became indispensable to human exist¬ 
ence, the nomadic lifestyle necessary to follow the 
herd animals gradually gave way to a more sedentary 
lifestyle. It is often believed that “settling down” is 
some kind of instinctive form of human behaviour. 
However, it has never been proved that people have 
any natural or innate desire to settle in towns or 
villages. They probably only did so as a result of the 
growth of agriculture or, as in the case of early vil¬ 
lages like Jericho, because they were situated on trade 
routes and had commodities such as salt and ochre 
that could be traded for foodstuffs. The establishment 
of small, permanently inhabited setdements, number¬ 
ing from a few dozen to perhaps 200 people, occurred 
in the foothills area of the Zagros mountains by about 
8000 bc. Even though earlier pre-agricultural villages 
are known, most begin to appear, along with evidence 
for early domestication of plants and animals, after 
7000 bc. Agriculture was not universally adopted in 
all early villages, and hunting villages continued to 


exist alongside agricultural villages for a consider¬ 
able length of time. By 6000 bc, small agricultural 
villages begin to appear outside the special environ¬ 
ment of the nuclear zone. Villages such as Hassuna, in 
northern Iraq, receive only 20 cm of rainfall annually 
and are outside the limits of rainfall agriculture. This 
means that some kind of irrigation must have been 
used to ensure crop growth. 

The movement away from the nuclear zone con¬ 
tinues to be verified through archaeological research. 
The village of Chogi Mami (5400-5100 bc) was 
located only 137m above sea level, far below the 
limits of the nuclear zone, and shows clear evidence 
of irrigation canals. This means that its inhabitants 
were no longer stricdy dependent on rainfall to water 
their fields. The site also yielded a large number of 
fully domesticated plants and animals, and had a mud- 
briclc tower, possibly used to defend the village from 
enemies. 

In the sixth millennium bc, evidence of increased 
human conflict begins to appear in the archaeo¬ 
logical record. South of Hassuna, at the village of 
Sawwan, a wall and a large ditch were constructed 
around the village complex, which seem to indicate 



Left: A farmer digging an 
irrigation ditch in northern 
Iraq. Right: A farmer 
threshing grain using a 
sledge pulled by two cattle, 
eastern Turkey. 
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that the inhabitants were increasingly concerned with 
defence. 23 Despite this, most villages from this period 
had no fortifications of any kind, which may indicate 
that, in general, things were fairly peaceful. 

Villages like Chogi Mami and Sawwan had larger 
populations than the earlier agricultural villages situ¬ 
ated in the nuclear zone. It is possible that as many 
as 1000 people inhabited Chogi Mami by 5100 bc. 
Buildings in this period were built with cigar-shaped 
mud bricks, which allowed larger and even multi¬ 
storeyed structures to be constructed. There is also 
clear evidence that social stratification and craft 
specialization were occurring in more complex forms. 
This represented a shift away from social organiza¬ 
tion based on hunting and gathering to one based 
on agricultural production. In response to their new 
food production methods, human groups created new 
forms of culture that corresponded to agricultural 
technologies. 

The first urban centres 

In what is called the Ubaid period (5000-3800 bc), 
people living in the southern reaches of the Tigris- 
Euphrates river basin made a number of changes and 
innovations that led directly to the development of 
the first cities. During the period of formation of 
early villages, the northern part of Mesopotamia was 
at the forefront of technological innovation. Start¬ 
ing early in the fifth millennium bc, the situation 
was reversed somewhat, and larger towns and cit¬ 
ies began to appear in the southern part of Meso¬ 
potamia. There were few permanent settlements in 
southern Mesopotamia until the Ubaid period. The 
Ubaid period (see chronological chart, p. 24), was a 
transitional period that witnessed the change from 
villages and small systems of irrigation agriculture to 
cities and large systems of irrigation agriculture. In 
the south, irrigation agriculture was practised from 
the very beginning since rainfall alone in this region 


is insufficient to sustain farming activities. Without 
additional water supplied through irrigation, grain 
farming would have been impossible. By about 4000 
bc, the villages and towns in this region were as large 
as those further north, some covering as much as 4 
hectares (40000m 2 ) in area. By 3800 bc the site of 
the town of Eridu covered lOhectares and had an 
estimated population of 2000-4000 people. 

As the size and population of farming communi¬ 
ties increased, so did the complexity of their social 
structures. Not only were there farmers living in 
or around these settlements, but there were also 
potters and basket-makers, various kinds of mer¬ 
chants, leather-workers, and labourers. To meet the 
communities’ spiritual needs, full-time priests and 
their assistants maintained the growing number of 
temples. Southern Mesopotamia was ideal for the 
development of irrigation agriculture because the 
region was flat and located between two large rivers. 
But it also had a number of drawbacks. First, because 
southern Mesopotamia was formed from alluvial silt 
(soil transported and deposited by water), there was 
no naturally occurring stone of any kind in the area, 
and the whole flood plain, over 300km long and half 
as wide, contained no hardwood trees; oak, pine, 
and cedar timbers had to be imported from great 
distances. Stone and wood, which were necessary for 
construction projects and the production of many 
luxury goods, had to be sought outside Mesopotamia 
at great cost. This lack of essential natural resources 
created a demand for raw materials, which served to 
stimulate trade and turned Mesopotamia into a great 
trading region. Although long-distance trade of small 
quantities of goods had existed in the Near East for 
thousands of years, it was only with the development 
of agriculture and cities that what archaeologists 
call the “Uruk expansion” 24 occurred in the mid¬ 
dle of the fourth millennium bc. This phenomenon 
brought together a number of professional traders 
and merchants in a vast pan-Mesopotamian import- 
export network, which was created around 3600 bc 


and lasted for several hundreds of years. The organi¬ 
zation and administration of such a trade network 
required a recording system and scribes, who could 
read and write business transactions. Even though the 
first true writing does not appear until the very end 
of the fourth millennium bc, in the Ubaid period, the 
recording of various business transactions was already 
taking place. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF WRITING 

Like agriculture, no single individual invented writ¬ 
ing, nor was writing developed so that people could 
write down their histories. Starting about 8000 years 
ago, the earliest forms of writing were developed to 
record business transactions. As trading and agricul¬ 
tural activities increased it became difficult to keep 
track of who owed how much to whom. As a result, 
sometime in the Neolithic period, about 6000 bc, 
small clay objects called “tokens” began to appear 
in the archaeological record. Tokens were made in 
various shapes such as discs, oblongs, and cones. 
Often the tokens had simple designs such as crosses 
or dots inscribed into their soft clay surfaces before 
they hardened. For many years the meaning of these 
tokens was unclear. However, in the 1970s Denise 
Schmandt-Besserat, 25 following her teacher, Pierre 
Amiet, proposed that these small bits of clay were 
actually counters used to represent various objects 
such as sheep, goats, or measures of grain. In essence 
one token stood for one object. 26 For instance, one 
cone-shaped object stood for one measure of grain, 
one oval stood for one jar of oil, and one circle with 
a cross stood for one sheep. 

The purpose of the tokens is now clear; they were 
used as mnemonic (memory) devices to help remind 
merchants and traders of simple business transactions 
they made during the early phases of agricultural 
development. In the fourth millennium bc, merchants 
and traders began to place the tokens into a sealed clay 
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envelope shaped like a ball. A number of these balls 
have been recovered, and when broken open they may 
contain up to four dozen tokens of various shapes and 
sizes. The clay balls sometimes had the names of the 
people involved in the sale impressed on the outside. 
Since at this time there was no fully developed form of 
writing, each individual of any importance possessed 
a personalized stone seal, called a cylinder seal (illus¬ 
trated p. 31), with a design inscribed on it that would 
indicate the name of a particular person. This “name” 
seal was rolled on the outside of the clay envelope, and 
if there was ever a need to check the business transac¬ 
tion the owner of the envelope could be identified. If 
necessary, the envelope could be broken open and the 
tokens verified. This was an effective way of recording 
things, but each time a transaction needed to be veri¬ 
fied the clay envelope had to be broken open, exam¬ 
ined, and then a new envelope had to be made and 
resealed. In some instances tokens were perforated 
and a string was passed through them and its ends tied 
together. To make sure that no one tampered with the 
string, or removed any of the tokens, a small lump of 
clay was placed over the knotted portion of the string 
and the cylinder seals of both parties were rolled over 
the wet clay. This method incorporated both secu¬ 
rity and visibility of the tokens, but was abandoned in 
favour of an even more efficient method of recording 
transactions. 


Pictographs and cuneiform writing 

Some time later, in the fourth millennium bc, instead 
of being placed inside the clay envelopes, the tokens 
were simply pressed into the envelope’s outside while 
it was still moist. This left an impression of the token 
that could be read. The problem with this method 
was that pressing the tokens into the clay did not 
always leave clear images. Eventually the tokens 
were completely abandoned, and instead of push¬ 
ing them into the wet clay, their shapes were drawn 


Tokens and 
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or inscribed on the outside of the envelope with a 
sharp reed. Symbols such as these are called “pic- 
tographs”. The first pictographs were simply draw¬ 
ings of tokens 27 and they constitute the earliest form 
of writing. Specialists of ancient writing systems 
agree that late in the Uruk period, about 3100 bc, 
the first evidence of pictographic writing appears. 
Several centuries later, during the Early Dynastic II 
period (2700-2500 bc), another important change 
took place. Originally pictographs had been written 
on clay using a sharpened section of reed, perhaps 
20-30cm long and about the thickness of a pencil. But 
during the third millennium bc the pointed writing 
instrument was exchanged for a triangular-shaped 
one that changed the pictographs into wedge-shaped 
or cuneiform signs. With this innovation, instead of 
drawing simple pictures of objects, the wedge-shaped 
end of the reed was pressed into the clay lump, then 
withdrawn rapidly. This motion produced the groups 
of wedges in the cuneiform writing system that was 
used first by the Sumerians, and then by subsequent 
peoples in Mesopotamia for nearly 30 centuries. 28 

The word “cuneiform” comes from Latin and 
means “wedge form” writing. It should be remem¬ 
bered that cuneiform was not a language, but rather 
a writing system used to express a number of Near 
Eastern languages. 29 Cuneiform characters were a 
faster way of making stylized renderings of picto¬ 
graphs. Some cuneiform signs represented individual 
things or concepts, while others represented sylla¬ 
bles that could be combined to form words. Writ¬ 
ten in cuneiform, pictographs became more abstract 
and stylized and no longer resembled pictures of 
the objects they were originally intended to repre¬ 
sent. The sign for “man”, /«, no longer looked like 
a human form 



but instead was written 

By the Early Dynastic III period (c. 2500 bc), most 
cuneiform symbols were no longer pictographs since 
they no longer constituted picture writing. Origi¬ 
nally, pictographic writing was really a form of “noun” 
writing. Each object or thing had a pictograph that 
described it. A cow was drawn in the form of a cow, 
a man in the form of a man (or a deity), and a star in 
the form of a star. The pictographs numbered in the 
hundreds, one for each object recorded. However, 
as the number of objects represented by pictographs 
increased, so did the number of pictographs that had 
to be memorized. Imagine, for a moment, that when 
one learned to write English it was necessary to learn 
hundreds or even several thousand symbols instead of 
the 26 that are contained in the alphabet. 

Early in its development a major conceptual 
change occurred in the cuneiform writing system; 
the pictographs began to represent the different syl¬ 
lables or sound parts of individual words instead of 
simply being pictures of objects. When this happened 



Cuneiform tablet containing "liver omens" (see Ch. 9), Middle 
Babylonian period.(Redpath Museum, McGill University) 


the number of symbols was greatly reduced and 
instead of having to memorize thousands of signs, 
scribes only had to learn a few hundred. Because pic¬ 
tographs are pictures of objects identified by their 
shapes, pictographs constitute a visual writing system. 
But when the cuneiform symbols began to stand for 
sounds the nature of the writing system was trans¬ 
formed into an auditory writing system. Of course, 
the writing system was still read or visualized with the 
eye, but the cuneiform symbols represented sounds 
and only occasionally objects. For example, in the 
earliest forms of writing the pictograph 

meant “star” or “heaven” and was pronounced an. In 
cuneiform script the same pictograph was written 



It retained the meaning star, and was still pronounced 
an. However, if the same symbol occurred as part of 
a complete word it was pronounced the same way, 
but instead of meaning the thing “star”, it meant the 
sound an. This concept can be more easily understood 
by examining the Akkadian word ant alum , which 
means “eclipse”. In this word the cuneiform symbol 
for an occurs once again 

but when combined with other signs an is simply one 
syllable in a polysyllabic word that no longer repre¬ 
sents a picture of a thing. Once early forms of writing 
were in place in southern Mesopotamia, the idea of 
writing seems to have influenced the development of 
writing in Egypt to the west and Elam to the east. 30 
The archaic Elamite script is to a large extent still 
undeciphered, but the pictographic signs indicate 
that much of their writing system was borrowed from 
Mesopotamia. 
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Writing in Egypt 

As in Mesopotamia, much of the impetus for early 
writing in Egypt was for record-keeping and account¬ 
ing. 31 The earliest representations of Egyptian writ¬ 
ing were inscribed on storage jars found at the city 
of Abydos. These inscriptions appear about 3150 
bc and by 3080-3040 bc there were several hun¬ 
dred signs of one, two or three consonants used to 
communicate whole words. The ancient Egyptians 
referred to these signs as the medu netcher , “the gods’ 
words”. Since the fourth century bc, this system has 
been called hieroglyphic or “sacred” writing. From 
that time on the word “hieroglyph” was used by the 
Greeks to refer to Egyptian writing. Because Egyp¬ 
tian writing was essentially pictographic, scribes, at 
least those who inscribed stone monuments, became 
artists as they learned to draw the figures used to 
write. Hieroglyphic writing was considered a form 
of representational art, and Egyptian art and writ¬ 
ing developed many close ties over the centuries. 32 
Most texts were written on papyrus or wood using a 
small brush. Black ink was used for the body of the 
text and red ink for titles and important passages. 
Many inscriptions were also incised into the stone 
walls of temples, palaces and public buildings. 33 In 
the Middle Kingdom (2040-1640 bc) there were 
about 750 signs. This number increased to several 



thousand during the Graeco-Roman period (332 
bc-ad 395). Along with the hundreds of hieroglyphic 
signs or pictures there were also 24 “alphabetic” signs, 
which never developed into a true alphabetic system. 34 
Hieroglyphs could be used in two different ways. 
First, as pictures or, more precisely, pictograms to 
depict things such as 

for owl 

for mouth or 
for seated man. 

The second way was to express sounds. For exam¬ 
ple, the sign for mouth, usually accompanied with 
a vertical line 



was the sound for r. The sign 

n 

depicts a simple plan of a house and was used to write 
the word 

n 

i 

pr , which means “house”. There is another word that 
makes use of the same two sounds p and r 



but when accompanied by another sign, A called 
a “determinative”, it tells the reader that the com¬ 
bination of signs is to be read as the verb “go out”. 
Determinatives are signs placed after words to clarify 
their meaning. The determinative man 



following a word means man and his occupations. 
The determinative sun, (°), relates to the sun, time 
and light. The determinative ® means a town, village 
or geographical location. 35 

The grammatical structure of Egyptian and 
Sumerian is very different. Egyptian belongs to 
the Afroasiatic group of languages which includes 
Semitic, Chadic, Berber, and Cushitic. Sumerian did 
not belong to any known language group. Although 
some signs are similar, Egyptian and Sumerian pic- 
tographs did not come from the same source and 
are not interchangeable. Egyptian pictographs are 
definitely drawn from the culture of the Nile river 
valley, while those of Mesopotamia come from the 
cultural tradition of the Tigris-Euphrates river val¬ 
ley. Both writing systems used determinatives to help 
the reader understand the meaning of the signs, and 
both used pictures to convey the meaning of objects 
as well as ideas and concepts. But here the similarity 
ends since Sumerian, and later Akkadian, lost their 
pictographic values early in their history. For the 
most part, hieroglyphic Egyptian remained picto¬ 
graphic throughout its long history, while early in the 
third millennium bc, Sumerian pictographs ceased to 
look like the objects they represented and appear as 
groupings of wedge-shaped signs. In addition, both 
Sumerian and Akkadian used syllables made up of 
combinations of vowels and consonants as the build¬ 
ing blocks for many words. Egyptian hieroglyphs 
used groups of one, two or three consonants to form 
words. Hieroglyphs were not used to write vowels 
and, for the most part, they were not expressed in 
ancient Egyptian. 

Normal hieroglyphic writing was used in official 
documents and on monumental inscriptions, and 
remained in use for more than three millennia until 
the beginning of the Christian era. Alongside hiero¬ 
glyphs, a second, faster form of writing also devel¬ 
oped. This cursive script (a kind of long-hand), used 
to write religious and administrative texts, is called 
“hieratic”. A third type of writing, which was even 
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faster since it did not involve drawing tiny pictures, 
was called “demotic” and appeared in the seventh 
century bc. Demotic was used for writing the everyday 
language of accounts, administrative texts, letters, and 
contracts, and was used until the fifth century ad. 
In the final period of Egyptian history (700 bc-ad 
500) all three forms - hieroglyphics, hieratic and 
demotic - were used concurrently. Long after ancient 
or pharaonic Egypt had ceased to exist, elements of 
ancient Egyptian language and writing survived in 
Coptic, the language of Christian Egypt. Whereas 
hieroglyphs and hieratic are two different scripts of 
the same language, demotic, and later Coptic, have 
their own grammatical structure. Using a combina¬ 
tion of the Greek alphabet and half a dozen demotic 
signs, Coptic was widely used in Egypt until it was 
superseded by Arabic in the ninth century ad. One of 
several Coptic dialects still survives today in the liturgy 
of the Coptic Church. 

Unlike in Mesopotamia, clay was rarely used as a 
writing medium in Egypt, and was never adopted on a 
large scale. Early forms of Egyptian writing show signs 
of Mesopotamian influence in the form of cylinder 
seals for personal identification, similar to those found 
in Mesopotamia, which appeared in Egypt but with 
Egyptianized pictographs. 

Writing appears in Egypt during the Naqada III 
period (3200 bc) with little evidence of prior devel¬ 
opment. 36 But in Mesopotamia early writing devel- 



A Mesopotamian style cylinder seal inscribed with Egyptian 
hieroglyphs. 


oped over a period of several thousand years and 
went through various stages of tokens and envelopes 
before fully fledged writing finally appeared. During 
the fourth millennium bc there is evidence of Mes¬ 
opotamian influence on early Egyptian civilization 
in the areas of art, architecture, and pottery. Such 
Mesopotamian influences seem to indicate that the 
Egyptians, at the end of the fourth millennium bc, 
were in contact with, and inspired by, the creative 
forces that were rapidly developing in the southern 
Tigris-Euphrates river valley. The Egyptians did not 
borrow the Sumerian writing system, but it seems 
that they may have borrowed the idea of writing from 
them, which they then Egyptianized and made their 
own. 37 Like several other innovations the Egyptians 
received through their contacts with Mesopotamia, 
Egyptian scribes quickly adapted writing to their own 
needs and circumstances. The Egyptian hieroglyphic 
and Sumerian-Akkadian cuneiform writing systems 
remained in use for thousands of years despite the 
fact that they were complicated and contained hun¬ 
dreds, even thousands, of signs that took years of 
schooling to master. Because of this, the profession 
of scribe was very prestigious, even magical to most 
of the population, who did not attend school or 
know how to write. Scribes who knew how to write 
were very much in demand. Throughout much of 
Mesopotamian history, to be legal the sale of goods 
between two people required a written record of 
the transaction, otherwise it was considered theft. 
Events like marriages had to have written contracts 
or they were not legally binding (see Ch. 5). Nearly 
everyone had to occasionally use the services of a 
scribe, and scribal services always came at a price. 
Egyptian scribes thought their profession was above 
all others and claimed that there was no better job 
on earth than being a scribe. Because scribes were so 
powerful they were eager to protect their profession, 
and changes that could have simplified writing to 
make it more accessible to others were slow to come. 
However, changes did come from outside Egypt and 


Mesopotamia, where the scribal groups were weaker 
and less firmly implanted in the everyday operations 
of society. 

The development of the alphabet 

The Sinai alphabet 

Along with hundreds of hieroglyphs, the Egyptian 
writing system also contained an alphabet, even 
though Egyptian scribes never used these signs as 
such independently. The earliest evidence for a true 
alphabet was found in the region of the Sinai penin¬ 
sula, and evidence of this system has also been found 
in the desert regions to the west of the Nile River. 
The first traces of this alphabet were left by miners 
labouring in the copper mines of the Sinai desert 
for their Egyptian masters. They were discovered in 
1905 by William Flinders Petrie, the legendary Brit¬ 
ish archaeologist, and may date back to as early as the 
12th Dynasty (1991-1783 bc ). 38 The Sinai alpha¬ 
bet shows clear Egyptian influence since many of its 
symbols are similar to pictographs used in Egyptian 
writing. However, unlike previous Mesopotamian and 
Egyptian writing systems, these pictographs were not 
used to represent objects, but instead, to represent the 
consonants that made up an alphabet. 39 For example, 
the symbol for head, 

$ 

or rosh indicated the consonant r, while the symbol 
for ox, 

or aleph , indicated the letter o, and 

n 

stood for house or bet , indicating the consonant b , 
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and so on for some 30 consonants. The principle 
used in this alphabet is known as the “acrophonic 
principle” and is reminiscent of the child’s nursery 
rhyme: 

A is for apple, B is for ball, 

C is for cat, and D is for doll. 

If we add a simplified drawing of a tree for the letter 
T then we can imagine a child writing the word 
“cat” using a drawing of a cat, an apple and a tree 
to spell out C-A-T, using only the first letter of each 
drawing. 

The Canaanite,or cuneiform, alphabet 

One of the earliest alphabets comes from the ancient 
Canaanite town of Ugarit, which was located on 
the Mediterranean coast of Syria. Initial discovery 
of Ugarit was made in 1929 by a French team of 
archaeologists led by Claude Schaeffer. In the first 
season of excavations archaeologists recovered some 
2000 clay tablets, which were written in a highly 
simplified alphabet made up of 30 cuneiform char¬ 
acters. Although written with cuneiform signs the 
writing system is not the same as the one used to 
write earlier Mesopotamian Sumerian and Akkadian. 
The signs of the cuneiform alphabet are simplified, 
but some of them nevertheless resemble Akkadian 
signs. Evidence indicates that around 1500 bc the 
Canaanites combined elements of the Semitic alpha¬ 
bet that had developed in the region with cuneiform 
symbols written on clay tablets. 40 This alphabet seems 
to rely on knowledge of the earlier Sinai alphabet, 
and was used widely in Syria-Palestine. To date about 
2000 tablets, most of them concerned with Canaan¬ 
ite religion and mythology, have been recovered 
and translated. Around 1200 bc, the ancient city of 
Ugarit and its innovative alphabet were swept away 
by invaders known as the Sea Peoples (see Ch. 16), 
but the idea of the alphabet did not perish with its 


founders. By this time a number of peoples in the 
area were beginning to use some kind of alphabet. 
The Sinai and Canaanite alphabets were similar since 
they were both used to write Semitic languages. 
However, the Sinai alphabet used symbols drawn 
from the Egyptian hieroglyphic tradition while the 
Canaanite alphabet used symbols drawn from the 
cuneiform tradition of Mesopotamia. 

The alphabet is based on the concept that human 
speech consists of a certain number of basic sounds. 
These sounds, called “phonemes” by linguists, are the 
building blocks of all words, either spoken or written, 
and consist of both consonants and vowels. Since all 
languages have a limited number of sounds or pho¬ 
nemes, these can be symbolized by a small number of 
signs or letters, which form an alphabet. As mentioned 
above, writing systems using cuneiform signs used 
syllables that consisted of vowels and consonants and 
in the case of Egyptian, signs with consonants only. 
The key to the success of early alphabets was their use 
of consonants only, vowels being dropped entirely. 
Using only consonants to write is not as complicated 
as you might think. With practice, most people can 
read vowel-less phrases with little difficulty; you can 
probably read “th dg rn aftr th cr” as “the dog ran 
after the car”. 

The alphabet was one of the most impressive and 
lasting achievements of the First Civilizations. The 
original concept was Egyptian and it reached its true 
form with important innovations front the cultures of 
Syria-Palestine. The alphabet simplified written com¬ 
munications as never before and made writing avail¬ 
able to merchants, businessmen, traders, farmers, and 

EET|T| <J>TTT 

Ugaritic alphabet written with cuneiform signs. 


craftsmen while distancing it from the closed circles 
of professional scribes, who previously had dominated 
written communications. 41 

The spread of the alphabet 

Simplified writing systems based on the alphabet, 
which were easy to learn and use, quickly spread to 
other regions in the Near East. Alphabetic Aramaic 
became more and more widely used in the admin¬ 
istration of the Assyrian Empire (1000-614 bc) in 
place of the traditional, and more complex, cunei¬ 
form script consisting of nearly 800 signs. The use 
of Aramaic continued through the Neo-Babylonian 
(612-539 bc) and Persian periods (525-332 bc) and 
it became one of the official languages of the vast Per¬ 
sian Empire. Aramaic dominated all other writing sys¬ 
tems in the western provinces of the Persian Empire 
including Egypt and Anatolia, and remained in use in 
Palestine into the early centuries of the Christian era. 
During the same period, in Syria-Palestine, groups 
of scribes including Phoenicians, Hebrews, Anior- 
ites, and Moabites, began developing local forms of 
alphabetic writing. The alphabet also spread along 
the Mediterranean coast and was adopted by other 
cultural groups in the area. By 800 bc the Phoeni¬ 
cians had expanded their trading activities into the 
western Mediterranean Sea, founding harbours and 
colonies on the shores of North Africa and in south¬ 
ern Europe. The Phoenicians, and later the Hebrews 
and the Greeks, helped to spread the alphabet all 
through Europe, North Africa, and the Near East. 
Consequently, the Phoenician alphabetic script came 
into use all around the shores of the Mediterranean 
Sea. Finally, five centuries ago, European explorers 
and settlers brought languages using this simplified 
writing system, consisting of just a few dozen let¬ 
ters, to the Western hemisphere where it is now the 
dominant writing system, as it is in many other parts 
of the world. 
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The continuing development of cities 

Creating an agricultural system based on irrigation, 
which is sometimes called a “hydraulic civilization”, 
required intensive organization of labour and much 
innovation to build and maintain. 42 During the 
Ubaid and Uruk periods, farmers worked the land 
close to villages, which were usually in the centre 
of a particular farming area. Work had to be organ¬ 
ized in different, often complex ways. Certain tasks 
were given to individuals or groups who had special¬ 
ized knowledge to ensure that the system operated 
smoothly and that maximum harvests were obtained. 
Overseers had to be chosen to ensure that canals 
were maintained in good order and that water ran 
freely to all of the cultivated areas, even those that 
were located some distance from the rivers. Dykes 
had to be built and maintained to keep water from 
destroying newly planted fields during times of flood¬ 
ing. Irrigation was simplified because the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers separate into numerous small rivers 
and streams, which provided water to a large area of 
southern Mesopotamia. Additional canals and dykes 
were sometimes required because the land was near 
sea level, and in close proximity to the waters of the 
Persian Gulf. Because the level of the flood plain was 
only a few metres above sea level, tides could rise in 
a few hours and damage farm land and destroy the 
harvest with salt water from the sea. In ancient times, 
storms from the south could cause waves of sea water 
to be carried inland for many kilometres, causing 
severe crop damage. Furthermore, because the clay 
soil in this area is extremely hard it drains poorly, 
causing the formation of large pools of stagnant 
water. If these pools were allowed to stand for long 
periods of time, excessive salinization (salt build-up) 
would destroy the crops and render farming areas 
useless. 43 


The temple and the formation of early cities 

Archaeological and written evidence points to the 
temple 44 as the focal point of secular and divine power 
throughout Sumerian history and prehistory. Each 
small farming village had its own god or goddess who 
ensured the success of the crops and the welfare of 
the community. Settlements in this period are some¬ 
times referred to as “temple villages” or, later, when 
their population increased, temple towns. From the 
Ubaid period, archaeologists have found evidence of 
religious beliefs in the form of statuettes, usually in 
the shape of animals or people. A number of these 
statuettes have been found in small temples. Some 
temples were painted with ritualistic scenes involving 
people and animals. Offerings were made on a regular 
basis to the town god, who lived in the temple in the 
form of a statue. The land of a particular town was 
thought to belong to the deity of that town, and the 
people worked to feed themselves and the god who 
ensured their success and well-being. The temple 
was the religious and cultural centre of all early Near 


Eastern societies. Usually elevated slighdy above the 
other buildings in the town, the temple was the focal 
point of community activities, where people could 
worship their gods and partake in religious activi¬ 
ties and celebrations. Religious activities were not 
restricted exclusively to prayer and spiritual reflec¬ 
tion, but were often the chief source of entertain¬ 
ment for the population. Religious feasts and holidays 
were accompanied with music, feasting, and danc¬ 
ing, and on some occasions the statue of the god was 
taken out of the temple precinct and paraded around 
the city for all to see and admire. Music, incense, 
and costumes accompanied with much pomp and 
ceremony were of great importance to the people 
and played a key role in their lives. The temple was 
a symbol of spiritual stability and security for the 
population. It was in the temple complex with its 
sacred halls and chambers, and its towering ziggurat 
(see Ch. 4), that the priests were able to communi¬ 
cate with the spirit world and ensure the well-being 
and good fortune of everyone. Throughout much of 
the fourth and fifth millennia bc, the lower Tigris- 



A reconstruction of Eanna,"the house of heaven'lat Uruk, built on a raised platform made of mud bricks. Dedicated to Anu, 
the sky god and lnanna,the goddess of sex and war. 
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Euphrates river valley must have been one of the most 
prosperous, fertile, and, at the same time, seemingly 
peaceful and stable regions of the ancient world. It 
is, perhaps, this time in prehistory that the ancient 
myth-malcers were referring to when they spoke of 
a paradise or “Garden of Eden” 45 somewhere in the 
area just north of the Persian Gulf. In fact, the Book 
of Genesis in the Old Testament speaks of four rivers 
that are said to water the biblical garden of Eden. 
Two of these are specifically named the Euphrates 
and Tigris Rivers. 46 

Natural resources 

The southern region of Mesopotamia, particularly 
the land of Sumer, was a flat and treeless expanse of 
land ideal for irrigation agriculture. In a good year 
Sumerian farmers could produce abundant crops with 
plenty of food left over. However, the region lacked 
many of the natural resources essential for continued 
development, and this paucity of natural resources was 
one of the major factors behind the unique develop¬ 
ment of Sumer and the nations that grew up in the 
Tigris-Euphrates river valley. Because the inhabit¬ 
ants were forced to trade their agricultural surpluses 
for much-needed natural resources, the Sumerians, 
Akkadians, Babylonians, and Assyrians became traders 
and merchants who opened up and maintained trade 
routes with their resource-rich neighbours as far away 
as Egypt, India, and Afghanistan. 

The influence of trade was particularly noticeable 
in the development of cities. Cities were the ideal 
locations to store and receive goods, and served as 
natural centres for the development of the second¬ 
ary industries and services that tend to grow in a 
healthy trading environment. Even though other 
factors were important in stimulating the growth 
of cities, trade was the single most important fac¬ 
tor in urban growth in Mesopotamia. According to 
Guillermo Algaze, 47 the maintenance of a reliable 


trading network dictated the formation of political 
and religious institutions and policies that served to 
maximize the export of grain surpluses in exchange 
for raw materials. Once raw materials reached Meso¬ 
potamian cities they were consumed or turned into 
manufactured goods, which served to stimulate the 
creation of employment for craftsmen and labour¬ 
ers. To keep track of the numerous transactions and 
exchanges of goods, scribes and bureaucrats were 
needed to record the thousands of business trans¬ 
actions essential to a trading economy. Maintain¬ 
ing reliable sources of raw materials became the 
most important aspect of political policy-making, 
and those who did not wish to trade with the cit¬ 
ies of Mesopotamia often had to face the threat of 
military takeover. In turn, the wealth created by the 
Sumerian cities made them prime targets for groups 
seeking quick riches through military conquest. 
Defence against invaders forced cities to establish 
well-trained, well-equipped armies and take other 
measures to defend themselves, such as construct¬ 
ing massive fortification walls. With the increase in 
farming activities more food was produced and, since 
there was a large amount of uninhabited land avail¬ 
able, it was relatively simple to bring larger and larger 
areas into food production. When food production 
increased, population increased. When population 
increased, more land was brought into production 
to feed the additional people. It seems that this cycle 
continued for centuries until at some point there 
were more people than there was available land for 
food production. When the irrigated land of one 
town became so enlarged that it encroached on the 
land of another town, conflict between neighbouring 
groups of people was inevitable. 

Increased human conflict 

Even though there is evidence for human conflict 
as far back as the Late Paleolithic period (22000- 


8000 bp), an increase in organized violence between 
groups of people is evident by around 3000 bc. This 
trend continued, becoming full-scale wars in the 
early centuries of the third millennium bc. Evidence 
for increased violence can be found in the archaeo¬ 
logical record. The city of Uruk contained the large 
temple complex of Inanna, which covered 9 hec¬ 
tares, and the White Temple of Anu, which stood 
on a raised platform and measured more than 20m 
on a side. These temple complexes were situated in 
cities that had as many as 10000 inhabitants and 
yet there were no fortification walls around them. 
Therefore, it seems unlikely that warfare, at least on a 
large scale, was a major problem in the period before 
3000 bc. However, by 2700 bc the population of 
Uruk had risen dramatically to 50000 inhabitants, 
an increase of 500 per cent in three centuries. 48 It 
was during this same period that the great defen¬ 
sive walls, 8km in length and possibly 8 m high, were 
built to defend the city. Most small- and medium¬ 
sized villages and towns could not defend themselves 
successfully because they lacked the manpower to 
construct walls thick enough and high enough to 
hold off raiding armies. It was only in the larger cit¬ 
ies, where there was an abundance of human power 
that could be organized in an effective manner to 
undertake such construction projects, that defensive 
walls of sufficient strength could be built. Some of 
the earliest examples of monumental architecture 
were fortification walls. Once cities began to build 
defensive fortifications, the residents of smaller vil¬ 
lages moved to the cities in large numbers, seeking 
protection behind their great mud-briclc walls. This 
demographic shift drove up the population of a few 
large cities while it emptied many villages in the sur¬ 
rounding countryside. One important archaeological 
study of village and city remains in southern Mes¬ 
opotamia in the vicinity of the city of Uruk shows 
that in the Late Uruk (3200-3100 bc), and Jemdet 
Nasr (3100-2900 bc) periods, the number of small 
towns and villages reached their peak at 123 sites. 49 
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This same study shows that there was only one city, 
Urulc, that covered more than 50 hectares, but there 
were over a hundred villages that were 6 hectares 
or less in area. Several centuries later, in the Early 
Dynastic II and III periods, the number of small vil¬ 
lages of 6 hectares or less had dropped to only 15. At 
the same time the number of cities with an area of 
50hectares or more had increased to eight, showing 
a dramatic shift away from villages to larger cities and 
the protection they afforded their inhabitants. 

Innovations in leadership 

In Mesopotamian mythology, cities and towns were 
considered creations of the gods. Accordingly, the 
city-state was the private property of a divine family 
and the main god who, along with his wife and chil¬ 
dren, controlled the capital city. 50 Outlying towns 
and villages were owned by lesser deities. The most 
powerful divine families of each city-state formed a 
large extended family headed by the god Enlil (Lord 
Air), whose temple was located in the city of Nippur. 
Enlil was the chief god of all of southern Mesopota¬ 
mia, and he served as judge and arbiter in the many 


border conflicts between neighbouring city-states. 
Political events often took on a spiritual meaning 
and conflicts were seen in terms of gods struggling 
between themselves for control of the region. Even 
though there was a pronounced spiritual element 
in city-state leadership, city-states also needed rul¬ 
ers who were concerned with political or secular 
activities too. In many instances, rulers acted in both 
capacities to meet the new and unprecedented chal¬ 
lenges of war. Sometimes the spiritual leader of the 
temple, who was often the leader of the entire town 
or city, was given the title meaning “lord”. How¬ 
ever, there was no single term or title for a ruler used 
by all city-states. Other leaders were given the title of 
ensi. They served as the head priest or representative 
of the god of the city-state on earth, and performed 
both sacred and secular duties. At the city ofUmma 
the ruler used the title sanga, in general meaning 
“priest”. These temple leaders headed a growing 
group of priests whose duty it was to feed, care for, 
and maintain the cult and statues of the local gods 
and goddesses. They were peacetime leaders who 
were chosen each year by an assembly, and their prin¬ 
cipal tasks were to take care of the spiritual needs of 
the population. 



Part II: Mesopotamia 


3 The Early 
Dynastic period 
and the 
formation of 
the first 
city-states 


By around 3100 bc the techniques of irrigation 
agriculture, based primarily on the exploitation of the 
cereal grains wheat and barley, 1 had been successfully 
put in place in Mesopotamia, and the region had been 
transformed into the world’s first great agricultural 
production zone. The historical period of human 
development began at about the same time near the 
southern end of the Tigris-Euphrates river valley 
where different groups of people, among them the 
Sumerians, had settled in the region just north of the 
Persian Gulf. The name Sumer signifies the southern 
part of Mesopotamia from approximately the city of 
Nippur south to the Persian Gulf. In the Sumerian 
language this area was called Kietigir or sometimes 
Kalimr. “the Land”. Although there was a distinct 
Sumerian language it is more difficult to identify the 
Sumerians as a distinct people. 2 The origins of the 
Sumerians and their ethnic make-up have not yet been 
determined. Some scholars believe that the Sumerians 
were already living in southern Mesopotamia by the 
fifth millennium bc, while others have argued for a 
later date in the middle of the fourth millennium bc . 3 
At present there is insufficient evidence to indicate 
whether the Sumerians were outsiders who migrated 
into southern Mesopotamia, or whether they had 
always lived there. 4 During much of the fourth and 
third millennia bc, Sumerian speakers intermingled 
with groups who spoke languages unrelated to Sum¬ 
erian such as Akkadian and Amorite. In the earliest 
periods of history, Sumerian was the common written 
language of southern Mesopotamia for a thousand 


years, but it eventually died out in the second millen¬ 
nium bc and was replaced by Akkadian. 

Although they had few raw materials or natu¬ 
ral resources to work with, the Sumerians were an 
innovative group of people who dominated southern 
Mesopotamia for more than a millennium. They were 
talented builders, artists, and writers, and their works 
of art and literature bear witness to the depth and 
importance of their civilization. Shortly after 2400 bc, 
they lost their dominant position for about 200 years 
to the Akkadians (see Ch. 4) before making a brief 
comeback around 2100 bc. This Sumerian Renais¬ 
sance (Ur III period, 2119-2004 bc) lasted for about a 
century before the Sumerians disappeared as a political 
and cultural force and were eventually absorbed by 
other groups in the region. 

The city-state 

The city-state was the system of political organization 
used in the southern part of the Tigris-Euphrates 
river valley during much of the third millennium bc. 
The city-state originated during the Urulc period 
around 3500 BC, s and consisted of an urban centre 
with as many as 50000 inhabitants, 6 which served 
as the administrative, economic, and cultural core 
for the surrounding region. The city-state was en¬ 
circled by a number of smaller towns and villages 
and would have been about the size of a county in 
the United Kingdom. A typical city-state controlled 
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Chronology of the Early Dynastic period (all dates bc) 
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a land area within 5-1 Okm of the core city. 7 There 
were several dozen 8 such city-states in southern Meso¬ 
potamia early in the third millennium bc, and some¬ 
times they engaged in local warfare over territorial 
boundaries, control of irrigation waters, or the trade 
of raw materials. 

The leaders of city-states took the title en (lord) 
and later ensi (priest-king) 9 and they carried out both 
religious and secular duties. The ensi functioned as 
the city god’s representative on earth and was chosen 
front among the citizenry of the city-state each year. 
Another title associated with the leaders of city-states 
was Injjal (great man), who is usually interpreted as a 
military leader called upon to defend cities and towns 
from their enemies in times of crisis. Towards the 
middle of the Early Dynastic II period, a number of 
city-states fell under the power of a single ruler from 
the city of Kish, 10 who used the title litgal kish (King 
of Kish). Later, in the Early Dynastic III period, the 
centre of political power moved to other cities, but 
the title lugal kish 11 was maintained by rulers to indi¬ 
cate control over southern Mesopotamia. In assuming 
the tide lujjalkisb, 11 the ruler of one city-state asserted 
control over the entire land of Sumer and other city- 
states were subject to his authority. 



The city of Kish, with mud-brick walls. 
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The temple and the city-state 

The temple was the principal spiritual and cultural 
institution of Sumerian society and, as in earlier 
periods, it continued to play a key role in the devel¬ 
opment of urban life and was instrumental in bringing 
about the social changes necessary for the formation 
of early Mesopotamian society. 13 The temple was the 
god’s house, where the god’s statue was fed and cared 
for by priests. Texts make it clear that the cult of the 
deity was perceived by the population to be an expres¬ 
sion of the community’s solidarity. 14 

The temple owned large tracts of land and func¬ 
tioned as a centre for the redistribution of food and 
other agricultural products. Large sections of the pop¬ 
ulation worked as temple employees tending animals, 
raising crops, or working in other temple enterprises 
as weavers, potters, and bakers. 15 The temple engaged 
in trading activities and texts indicate that unfortu¬ 
nates such as the handicapped, orphans, and widows 
found employment there as field hands, labourers, or 
weavers. The economic, commercial, and religious 
activities of the temple generated the need for a 
bureaucracy, and a writing system more sophisticated 
than simple tokens, to handle the increasing amount 
of communication between different levels of govern¬ 
ment controlling the economy, and the city-state’s 
trading enterprises. 16 At one time it was believed that 
the temple controlled the entire economy, and eve¬ 
ryone worked on temple land as sharecroppers for 
the temple. But recently it has been argued that even 
though the temple may have controlled up to half of 
the available agricultural land in some city-states, 17 
powerful families and private individuals also played 
an important role in the economic life of the inhab¬ 
itants of southern Mesopotamia. Most people who 
worked the lands were not slaves, but citizens who 
had fewer legal and political rights than those at the 
top of the social ladder. As in most societies in the 
third millennium bc, slaves played only a minor role 
in the economy of ancient Sumer. 


The Early Dynastic I period (2900-2700 bc) 

The earliest stage of Mesopotamian history is called 
the Early Dynastic period and is divided by modern 
scholars into three parts, each about 200 years long. 
Together they cover the first six or seven centuries 
of the third millennium bc, from about 2900 bc to 
2350 bc. The word “dynasty” implies that there 
were various ruling families, but leadership was not 
always dynastic. Instead, in the Early Dynastic period 
most leaders were chosen by members of the com¬ 
munity, who selected one of their peers to be the 
leader of their city-state. 18 True dynastic succession 
only became commonplace in the Early Dynastic III 
period, after 2500 bc. 

The great flood 

A number of Sumerian literary sources from the 
Early Dynastic I period refer to a great flood 19 that 
nearly destroyed all the people on earth (see Ch. 
8). The flood story was centred around the city of 
Shuruppak, and tells of a king who survived a dev¬ 
astating flood in a great boat and was rewarded with 
immortality by the gods. It is not surprising to find 
flood stories originating in an area situated between 
two major rivers, each flooding at a different time 
of the year. Nor is it unreasonable to imagine that 
someone was sufficiently knowledgeable of the 
rivers’ behaviour to gather his farm animals and 
family into a boat and ride out the devastation of 
some great deluge while his fellow citizens perished. 
The pervasiveness of the flood myth has found its 
way into as many as 68 20 ancient mythologies. 21 But, 
interestingly enough, there is no similar flood sto¬ 
ry from Egypt, the other great river civilization of 
the ancient Near East. The hero of the flood story was 
named Ziusudra (in Akkadian versions, Utnapishtim), 
meaning “he who has eternal life”. The flood story 
makes up one of the episodes in the greatest of all 


stories from Mesopotamia, the Gilgamesh Epic (see 
Ch. 8). 

In the story, Utnapishtim, along with his family 
and flocks, survived a flood that lasted seven 
days and seven nights (the later Akkadian version 
of the story states that the flood lasted only six 
days and six nights). When the flood subsided, 
Utnapishtim’s massive boat came to rest on top 
of a mountain. The Old Testament story of the 
flood, which has been linked to Mesopotamian 
sources, 22 has Noah’s vessel, carrying him and his 
sons’ families and two of every kind of animal 
(Genesis 6:19) plus seven pairs of “clean” animals 
for sacrifice (Genesis 7:2-3), coming to rest in the 
mountains of Ararat, located in Turkey. Many peo¬ 
ple mistakenly believe that Noah’s vessel came to 
rest on a single mountain peak, but the passage in 
Genesis 23 clearly gives the name of an entire range 
of mountains, and not the name of a single moun¬ 
tain. 24 The fact there now exists a mountain in 
southern Turkey called Mount Ararat (Agri Dagh) 
has led many ark enthusiasts to the region in search 
of pieces of Noah’s vessel. None have been found. 
It is safe to say that no one will ever find Noah’s 
vessel, if it ever existed. Alleged wood remains 
supposedly found on Mount Ararat have been dat¬ 
ed to the seventh century ad using the carbon-14 
method. 25 This corresponds to the same time that 
Christians began to consider the mountain as the 
resting-place of Noah’s vessel and started building 
structures on it. 

A flood that would have covered the earth with 
the 4-5 km of water necessary to cover the mountains 
of this region is physically impossible. There is simply 
not enough water anywhere on earth (or under it), 
to produce the volume necessary to reach the tops 
of mountains. Even if the polar ice caps melted there 
would only be a 50-100m rise in the sea level of 
the entire planet, and this is far too little to enable a 
boat to land on any mountaintop anywhere on the 
planet. 
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However, a flood on a much smaller scale may 
very well have taken place. 26 During the 1920s, a Brit¬ 
ish archaeologist, Sir Leonard Woolley, actually found 
what was considered by some scholars of the day to 
be evidence of a great flood. 27 While excavating at 
the Sumerian city of Ur, Woolley found a layer of silt 
(water-borne earth and sand), that was over 3m thick. 
He reasoned that such a massive layer of flood debris 
must have been the result of some kind of catastroph¬ 
ic flood. Woolley dug through the layer and beneath 
it found the remains of earlier inhabitants from the 
Ubaid period (see chronology, p. 24). It appeared to 
Woolley that this thick silt deposit was evidence that 
the people of the Ubaid period had been destroyed by 
a great flood and were later replaced by people from 
the Uruk period. 

There are several problems with Woolley’s flood 
evidence. First, the layer of silt that was supposed 
to provide physical proof of a great flood is five or 
six centuries older than the time indicated in the 
Mesopotamian flood story, which specifically refers 
to people who lived in the Early Dynastic I period, 
about 2900 bc. 28 Next, if Woolley’s evidence had 
indicated a vast flood that covered a large area of 
Mesopotamia, then we would expect to find simi¬ 
lar silt layers from the same time period at cities in 
other parts of Mesopotamia. In fact, this is not what 
the archaeological record indicates. 29 There are no 
silt layers that match the one found by Woolley any¬ 
where else in southern Mesopotamia. Even at the 
town of Eridu, only a few kilometres from Ur, there 
was no evidence of a similar silt layer produced by 
flooding. 30 Further north, at the city of Shuruppalc, 
there is some evidence for a much smaller flood. 
At Shuruppalc a modest flood deposit was found 
between the two stratigraphic layers that marked 
the end of the Jemdet Nasr period, and the begin¬ 
ning of the Early Dynastic I period (2900 bc). These 
deposits may well be evidence of a local flood (not 
one that covered the entire planet) that was later 
perpetuated in stories and myths. The fact that flood 



Map of Sumer and the principal city-states in southern Iraq. 


evidence was found at the city of Shuruppalc, exactly 
where the story specifically states that a large flood 
took place, supports this location and time period 
for a flood that inundated southern Mesopotamia. It 
appears that early in the third millennium bc, a flood 
did occur, one whose memory was embellished and 
perpetuated by myth-makers and storytellers of the 
time. The story proved so popular that it became 
part of the standard Sumerian and Akkadian liter¬ 
ary repertoire. Eventually, it found its way into the 
mythology of a number of ancient peoples, and into 
the Old Testament of the Bible. 31 

The Early Dynastic II period (2700-2500 bc) 

The Early Dynastic II period was an era of increasing 
conflict. Military clashes were small by later stand¬ 
ards and were fought between modest armies that 
numbered in the hundreds, or at most a few thou¬ 
sand soldiers. Despite their small scale, such con¬ 
flicts caused great hardship and suffering for their 


victims. During this period, the temple of the city’s 
god remained the centre of power, but the power of 
the military leaders eventually grew to rival the power 
of the temple and its spiritual leaders. Nevertheless, 
archaeological evidence for the existence of separate 
palaces distinct from temples is difficult to discern in 
the early phases of Sumerian history. 32 The increase 
in military conflicts is reflected in a number of myths 
and stories that concern heroic characters and war¬ 
riors like Gilgamesh of Uruk and Emmebaragesi, the 
en (priest-king) front the city of Kish. Although the 
actual texts date from the Old Babylonian period 
many centuries later, they reflect the threat of war that 
existed in Early Dynastic times. One text claims that 
Gilgamesh led his army against Kish and captured the 
bodies of its seven legendary heroes. It also recounts 
in poetic fashion that Gilgamesh stamped on Lord 
Emmebaragesi as though he were stamping on the 
head of a snake. Epic tales that tell of the deeds of 
mighty warriors from this period show the persist¬ 
ence of military conflicts in Mesopotamia. The first 
tablet of the Gilgamesh Epic indicates this situation 
when the narrator states that the walls of Uruk were 
made of burnt mud bricks and that their foundations 
“were laid by the Seven Sages”, the wise men of old. 
The archaeological record supports this claim and 
excavations at Uruk have revealed the remains of a 
great wall 8 km in length, built entirely of burnt mud 
bricks. Increased military activity is also shown in the 
artwork of the period. Cylinder seals (see Ch. 2) show 
frequent representations of contests and struggles 
between animals and warriors. 

In order to keep their power, leaders had to main¬ 
tain good relations with the gods and this involved 
much ritual and cultic activity on their part. They 
also had to maintain the internal peace and prosperity 
of the city and the surrounding countryside. 33 This 
encouraged leaders to broaden and strengthen their 
leadership concerns. Soldiers were used in peacetime 
for digging canals and building or repairing the city 
walls. At the same time there were a number of cities 
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that retained the title, en and later ensi, which was 
more closely associated with the temple. 

The Early Dynastic III period (2500-2350 bc) 

By about 2500 bc, writing had reached the point 
where it could be used to communicate complex 
stories, myths, and religious concepts, instead of only 
recording business transactions or lists of kings and 
gods. It was during this period that the standard writ¬ 
ing system of much of the ancient Near East, based 
on the use of cuneiform symbols, reached a full and 
sophisticated level of development. 

Ruling families 

A few dynasties or ruling families are known in the 
Early Dynastic II period, but after 2500 bc hereditary 
kingship was widely established in southern Mesopo¬ 
tamia. Kings of the Early Dynastic III period claimed 
that their power was given to them by the gods and 
that this right remained in the king's family, and could 
be passed on to one of his relatives. The heir to the 
throne was chosen during the lifetime of the king, 
quite possibly by divination or fortune-telling (see 
Ch. 9). It was believed that the son of the king was 
born of a sacred marriage 34 between the king and the 
high priestess of the temple. This special birth gave 
him the privilege and status to rule by divine right, 
and kings may have been inclined to make large do¬ 
nations to the temple. This created a relationship of 
mutual dependence between the king and the priests: 
the religious and political elements of early Mesopo¬ 
tamian society. 

The king’s role as leader of his people meant that 
he had to defend his subjects front outside enemies 
as well as from the rich and powerful members of his 
own city-state. 35 It is for this reason, and for propa¬ 
ganda purposes, that one of the last kings of Lagash, 


Urakagina (Uru-inimgina) (c. 2350 bc), restored 
to the citizens of that city many of the rights and 
privileges that had been taken from them by wealthy 
landowners and nobles. After describing how 
Urakagina rebuilt the temple, the palace, and the 
canals of the city, a Sumerian text tells us that the 
head boatman would seize the boats and the head 
shepherd would seize all of the donkeys, while the 
head man of the fisheries would seize the fish, and 
so on for wool, beer, and other commodities. All 
of this Urakagina managed to rectify in a just 
manner for the citizens of Lagash. The reforms of 
Urakagina 36 are the earliest preserved of many legal 
codes and proclamations from various Sumerian, 
and later Babylonian, leaders that were recorded to 
defend the weak, and maintain social and economic 
stability. 

Unification 

In the Early Dynastic I period, the centre of political 
power was located in the north at the city of Kish, 
and even though the Sumerians were never totally 
unified, it does appear that there was a measure of 
unity established under the control, or hegemony, 
of Kish. In order to avoid constant military conflicts, 
a mutual defence agreement 37 was reached between 
the various city-states. The formation of this union 
enabled the city-states to unite on religious and 
cultural grounds, since the people of Sumer shared 
the same land and traditions, and worshipped many 
of the same gods. In the Early Dynastic II period, 
the centre of Sumerian political and cultural unity 
moved front Kish to the city of Nippur. Nippur 
was not a powerful city-state but a religious centre, 
the home of the powerful god Enlil who wielded 
great spiritual and political influence in southern 
Mesopotamia. 


Urban development in the north 

Southern Mesopotamia depended almost exclusively 
on intensive irrigation agriculture. 38 It was criss-crossed 
by canals, marshes, and swamps. Not all the land in 
the south could be exploited for agricultural purposes 
because land far front the water supplied by rivers or 
canals could not be used. In contrast, the northern 
portion of the Tigris-Euphrates river valley was a few 
hundred metres higher, slightly cooler, and received 
more rainfall. 39 Even though rainfall was meagre, agri¬ 
culture did not always require irrigation, and most of 
the land not used for grain production could be used 
for grazing cattle, goats, and sheep. While a number 
of city-states were developing in southern Mesopota¬ 
mia during the Urulc and Ubaid periods in the fourth 
millennium bc, a few city-states were also developing 
on the periphery of the Tigris-Euphrates river valley 
in the north. Halfway between the upper Euphrates 
region and the Mediterranean Sea, the city of Ebla 40 
began forming, probably as a result of the borrowing 
of some cultural and technological concepts during 
the “Uruk expansion” in the late fourth millennium 
bc. However, the earliest occupation of Ebla and the 
flowering of the large urban centre that developed 
later, are separated by several hundred years. Ebla had 
a long history and was destroyed and rebuilt on several 
occasions over the centuries. It was sacked by one of 
the Sargonid Icings, possibly Naram-Sin, 41 in the late 
third millennium bc, and later by the Hittite king, 
Murshili I, on his way to Babylon around 1600 bc. 
Although the city continued to be occupied until 
the seventh century ad, its most important period 
of occupation covered a thousand-year period from 
the middle of the third to the middle of the second 
millennium bc. In the Early Bronze Age (c. 2500 bc), 
Ebla covered 56 hectares and was the major trading 
emporium for northern Syria. The site is surrounded 
by a thick rampart made from earth and stones about 
15 m tall and 60 m thick. Four gates, whose surviv¬ 
ing remains date from the Middle Bronze Age about 
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1600 bc, penetrate the rampart. The economy 42 of 
the city was controlled by the palace, 43 although the 
temple may have also played an important role too. 

Italian researchers began excavating the site of 
Tell Mardikh (the Arabic name of the site of Ebla) 
in 1964. 44 After a number of years, they located a 
collection of some 10000 cuneiform tablets origi¬ 
nally stacked neatly on shelves in a large secular build¬ 
ing, located in the centre of the city, called Palace G 
by the excavators. The discovery of the Ebla tablet 
archive in the 1970s came as a surprise to historians 
and archaeologists, who had previously believed that 
areas outside the south were culturally backward and 
lacked writing. The scribes of Ebla wrote in Sumer¬ 
ian but some of their tablets were written in Eblaite, 
a Semitic language closely related to Akkadian. The 
scribes of Ebla adopted the cuneiform writing system 
for their language using a number of Sumerian terms 
in their accounting practices while also developing 
their own local terms. When the tablets were first 
discovered, exaggerated claims were made linking 
the names of biblical characters, such as the ances¬ 
tors of the patriarch Abraham, the towns of Sodom 
and Gomorrah, and the name of the Old Testament 
deity Yahweh, to the city-state of Ebla. These claims, 
which were made by outsiders and not the excavators, 
have since proved to be false, and there are no known 
connections between Ebla and the Bible. 

After several decades of careful study of the cunei¬ 
form documents, much is known about the nature 
of the economy, administration, and kingship of the 
city-state and its surrounding regions. It is believed 
that Ebla was a city of 15000-20000 people at the 
centre of a large and active economic network, part 
of which was controlled and administered by a cen¬ 
tral palace authority. 45 Farming products included 
emmer, wheat, and barley, while herds of sheep and 
goat, sometimes numbering over 67000 animals, 
were at the centre of a vast wool production industry 
that brought wealth to the inhabitants of Ebla and 
the neighbouring region. 



Palace and administrative areas at Ebla (Middle Bronze Age). 



Remains of the gate and earthen rampart at Ebla (Middle 
Bronze Age). 


The Elamites 

During the Ubaid period, Sumerian culture, with 
its writing, cities, trade, and architecture, spread 
along the southeastern shores of the Persian Gulf 
into the land of Elam. After the middle of the third 
millennium bc, the Elamites began taking control of 
Sumerian cities situated in the flat alluvial plain near 
the Persian Gulf. To counter the Elamite threat the 
Sumerians depended on the strong frontier cities of 
Umma and Lagash, situated on the eastern edge of 
the rich farmland facing Elam. Eventually, Umma 
and Lagash fought not only against the Elamites, 
but also against each other, and they even formed 
alliances with other Sumerian cities in an attempt 
to dominate the area. One of the earliest represen¬ 
tations of a Sumerian battle, complete with forma¬ 
tions of uniformed soldiers, is a low-relief sculpture 
called the Stele of the Vultures. This limestone stele 
(a standing block or slab of stone), 1.88 m high, was 
erected by King Eannatum of Lagash to commemo¬ 
rate the victory of his forces over those of the city of 
Umma led by King Enalcalle. Only about half of the 
stele has survived, but these fragments give a good 
indication of the type of warfare waged between city- 
states in the third millennium bc. On the obverse 
side of the stele, Eannatum can be seen leading a 
formation of foot soldiers into battle. The soldiers 
are shown actually marching over the corpses of their 
defeated adversaries. On the bottom register of the 
stele, Eannatum is shown in his war cart with his 
men following behind him, their spears raised in the 
air. This second type of posture may indicate that the 
battle was over since their weapons are in an upright 
position. 

On the reverse side of the stele the god Enlil, the 
patron deity of the city of Lagash, is shown hold¬ 
ing the soldiers of Umma in a huge net. In his right 
hand the god holds a stone hammer with which he 
is preparing to smash the heads of his captives. The 
context of the whole scene would lead us to believe 
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The Victory Stele of Eannatum of Lagash, also known as the 
Stele of the Vultures, showing the god Enlil about to smash the 
heads of his victims with a stone mace or hammer. Below his 
soldiers march over the corpses of his enemies. Limestone, 
low-relief sculpture, height 1,88m. (Louvre Museum, Paris) 


that the victim of the first hammer blow was none 
other than Enakalle, the leader of the losing forces 
ofUmma. It is not the victorious king who is shown 
smashing the heads of his enemies, but the city god, 
Enlil, to whom they owe their victory. The inscription 
on the stele indicates that the god Enlil instructed 
Eannatum to cast a great net over the armies ofUmma 
and heap up their dead bodies into great piles. The 
survivors of the massacre fell down on their hands and 
knees and wept, begging for their lives. 

Despite the many conflicts portrayed in Mesopota¬ 
mian art, there were also periods of peace and stability. 
One such period occurred towards the end of the 
Early Dynastic III period under King Mesannepadda. 
This period of peace saw the construction of many 
canals and temples as well as expanded trade and 
economic activities. 



Fragment of the Victory Stele of Eannatum of Lagash, 
also known as the Stele of the Vultures. Vultures eat the 
dismembered bodies of victims. (Louvre Museum, Paris) 


Sumerian archaeology 

Explorers, archaeologists, and historians from many 
different countries contributed to the rediscovery 
of the ancient civilizations of the Tigris-Euphrates 
river valley. Some of the greatest discoveries in Meso¬ 
potamia were made by Leonard Woolley, a man of 
unique talents. 46 He was not only a skilled archaeolo¬ 
gist, but also a good writer and speaker who could 
thrill his readers and lecture audiences with fascinat¬ 
ing accounts about life on an archaeological excava¬ 
tion in the Near East. Woolley started his career as 
an excavator in the Sudan, south of Egypt. In 1911 
he went to Syria to lead the British excavation at the 
great city of Karkamish (Carchemesh) situated on the 
upper Euphrates River. Before the outbreak of World 
War I, there was a great deal of archaeological activity 
in the Near East, partly because of genuine scholarly 
interest, but also for spying and intelligence gather¬ 
ing. Since archaeological teams were equipped with 
cameras and surveying equipment, they were used by 
various nations for intelligence work. 

Most archaeologists of this period were only 
interested in doing their research and were not gath¬ 
ering intelligence for their governments. But the poli¬ 
tics of the Near East were different in the early part of 
the 20th century from those today, and when some 
nations felt that their interests were threatened, they 
resorted to using whatever means they considered 
necessary to obtain information about the activities of 
their adversaries. At the beginning of the 20th centu¬ 
ry, German archaeologists were also very active in the 
Near East, carrying out some of the most important 
excavations ever attempted in this area. The German 
emperor, Wilhelm II, had a personal interest in the 
excavations going on at the ancient cities of Babylon 
and Ashur. German archaeological projects were large 
and well-funded, and produced outstanding results. 
The Germans made a number of contributions that 
helped to improve the reliability of data gathered dur¬ 
ing an excavation, as well as refining and improving 
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many archaeological techniques. They were, however, 
doing more than just archaeology in the area; they 
were also building a railway to connect the Persian 
Gulf to the Turkish capital at Constantinople (now 
Istanbul). By doing this they hoped to open up new 
markets and trade routes that would enable German 
business interests to compete with other European 
nations for markets in the Far East. On its way to 
the Mediterranean Sea, the German railway ran from 
the Persian Gulf, up the Tigris River to Mosul, from 
there across the Syrian desert to Karkamish, and then 
on into Turkey. 

The British began excavating at Karkamish and 
made a number of interesting discoveries. But, the 
Karkamish excavations also served as a pretext for 
intelligence gathering about the German railway 
construction project. The excavators could note the 
positions of key bridges, culverts, and other impor¬ 
tant features that could help the British army should 
they find it necessary to do battle with the Germans 
for control of the area. In the end, the intelligence 
work was futile; the railway was not completed before 
the outbreak of World War I in 1914. 

The royal tombs of Ur 

After the war, Woolley was asked to head the Brit¬ 
ish excavations at the city of Ur, 47 one of the oldest 
and most powerful cities of the ancient Sumerians. 
Woolley dug at Ur from 1922 to 1934, and one of 
the most noteworthy achievements of his 12 seasons 
of work there was the discovery of a large cemetery, 
which contained more than 2000 burials, some dat¬ 
ing back to the Early Dynastic period. The scale of 
the cemetery excavations was staggering. It was four 
years before Woolley opened even a single royal grave 
because his workers needed time to gain the proper 
digging experience required to undertake such a 
massive and technically difficult project. Once his 
team was properly trained, they spent another four 


years clearing 2000 commoners’ graves and 16 royal 
burials, which contained some of the most beautiful 
artifacts ever found in the Near East. Like all archae¬ 
ology, most of the work was dull and monotonous. 
Because the area was used as a cemetery for thousands 
of years, two-thirds of the graves had been robbed in 
antiquity. Corpses of common people were wrapped 
in reed matting or placed in wooden or clay coffins. 
The bodies were invariably laid on their sides with the 
legs flexed upwards near the chest while the hands 
were arranged in front of the breast. Grave goods 
generally consisted of a few beads, pins, and perhaps 
a dagger or other personal belongings, along with 
some food offerings. 

The first royal burial contained the remains of 
lugnl Meskalamdug. His grave was a plain earth pit 
containing a wooden coffin and a small chamber 
large enough to hold numerous personal objects. At 
the head of the grave there were a number of spears 
stuck into the ground, points downward. On three 
sides of the coffin, now totally rotted, lay vases made 
of clay and alabaster along with 50 copper bowls, 
the remains of a shield, two gold daggers, copper 
daggers, chisels, tools, bowls of silver, copper jugs, 
plates, and more. The bones of the body were almost 
completely decayed, due to the high level of acid in 
the soil. Around what had once been the waist was 
a decayed silver belt on which hung a gold dagger 
and a lapis lazuli whetstone fixed on a gold ring. In 
front of the waist was a solid mass of lapis lazuli and 
gold beads, and between what were once the hands 
of the deceased was a gold bowl with the inscrip¬ 
tion “Meskalamdug hero of the good land”. Later, 
in another tomb, a cylinder seal was found which 
confirmed his rank as lujyal. Meskalamdug was both 
king and warrior, and along with his grave goods were 
found a battle-axe and mace, both made of a gold and 
silver alloy called electrum. 

One of the most interesting objects found in the 
grave of Meskalamdug was his helmet. It was made 
of beaten gold in the form of a wig with locks of 


hair formed in low relief. This technique is called 
“repousse” and is achieved by hammering out a 
design in the metal from the reverse side. 

In the royal burials the dead were laid in tombs 
built of stone and burnt bricks. To construct a bur¬ 
ial chamber, a pit was dug about 10m deep, 10m 
wide, and 15m long. In the bottom of the pit a 
tomb chamber was built with a vaulted roof and 
an entrance on one side. A long sloping passage, 
perhaps 20m long, served as a ramp down which the 
body of the deceased ruler and the funeral entou¬ 
rage could approach the tomb. In one of the royal 
tombs, Queen Shudi-ad was placed on a wooden 
platform, and three of her female attendants were 
placed next to her. Since the interior of the chamber 
was very small, only 4.5m x 2.75m, conditions must 
have been somewhat cramped for its occupants. 
Once the queen and her attendants were placed 
inside, the entrance was sealed with bricks. Accord¬ 
ing to Woolley, it is probable that her servants were 



Gold helmet of Meskalamdug (about 2500 bc), Early Dynastic II 
period. (Iraq Museum, Baghdad) 
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killed or drugged before being sealed in the tiny 
tomb. 48 Once the door to the tomb chamber had 
been blocked, the second phase of the burial cer¬ 
emony could commence. 

Down into the empty pit, whose walls and floor 
were covered with coloured matting, marched a 
procession of the members of the deceased queen’s 
court. Her entourage included soldiers and body¬ 
guards, plus male and female servants, dressed in 
their finest garments of red wool. On their heads 
they wore ornaments and decorations made from 
finely crafted gold, silver, lapis lazuli, and carnelian. 
Soldiers with the insignias of their rank, along with 
musicians strumming their harps and lyres, were 
followed by an ox-drawn wagon accompanied by a 
driver and attendants for the animals. Everyone took 
their assigned places in the great death pit, and each 
at the proper time placed a small stone cup to their 
lips and drank a poisonous potion, which hastened 
them to the underworld. Once they were in the un¬ 
derworld they could continue to serve and please 
their masters. The tomb of Shudi-ad was connected 
to another larger and more lavish tomb believed to 
have belonged to her husband, a king (his name is 
not known), who died and had been buried some 
years before her. His burial was much the same as 
his queen’s, with retainers, servants, musicians, and 
soldiers and large amounts of gold, silver, carnelian, 
and lapis lazuli. The king’s tomb contained 59 bodies, 
mostly women, two wagons pulled by six oxen, and 
four musical instruments. 

Musical instruments 

Lyres (harp-shaped musical instruments) were among 
the most important objects recovered at Ur. They 
consisted of a sounding box made of wood and 
bordered with a mosaic design of carnelian, ivory, 
and lapis lazuli. Attached to the sounding box was die 
head of a bull made of beaten gold over a wood frame. 



One of the 11 musical instruments found by Woolley at Ur, and 
later restored using new wood. Gold leaf applique and inlay 
mosaic. (British Museum, London) 


On several of the instruments the bull had a beard of 
gold or lapis lazuli. One sounding box had a mosaic 
showing a hero figure (possibly Gilgamesh) wrestling 
with two bulls, while in another scene jackals, bears, 
and donkeys are depicted in a kind of mythical animal 
band playing musical instruments. 

The Standard of Ur 

A rare glimpse into Sumerian life was unearthed in 
the tomb of the king with the discovery of a wood 
and mosaic object known as the Standard of Ur. Like 
a giant jigsaw puzzle, the Standard of Ur consisted 
of hundreds of pieces of ivory, lapis lazuli, jasper, 
and carnelian set in bitumen (a tar-like substance), 
and then attached to two wooden panels. Each panel 
contained a scene, one of war the other of a banquet, 
divided into three registers. When Woolley found the 
Standard of Ur the wooden background was entirely 
decayed and only the tiny mosaic pieces remained 
buried in the dirt. Over the centuries the mosaic piec¬ 
es had kept their form in the soil and the scenes were 
still visible to the excavators. By carefully uncovering 
small sections, about 3 cm 2 at a time, and immediately 
covering them with wax, Woolley’s archaeologists 
were able to remove all the mosaic pieces while still 
maintaining their original designs. Later they were 
glued on to new wooden panels and placed on display 
in the British Museum in London. 

The Standard of Ur represents an imperfect, but 
extremely valuable, time capsule front the world of 
the Sumerians. Each register on the Standard rep¬ 
resents a story or event. On the side of the Stand¬ 
ard depicting war scenes we see in the top register 
a group of victorious soldiers presenting prisoners 
of war to a person portrayed larger than everyone 
else. It is tempting to interpret this individual as an 
important leader, perhaps the lugal , or “great man”. 
Next to him, one of his grooms attends his war cart. 
On the second register a formation of uniformed 
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spearmen are shown taking prisoners, presumably to 
present as booty to the leader or king in the register 
above. On the lower register there are four Sumerian 
war carts, not chariots, pulled by small, donkey-like 
animals called “onagers”. In each war cart there is a 
driver and a spearman. A basket of spears is located at 
the front of each cart. The driver would manoeuvre 
the cart into position so that the spearman could 
throw his missiles at the enemy. The onagers are 
shown leaping over the cadavers of dead enemy 
soldiers. This should not be taken as a representa¬ 
tion of a factual occurrence, but instead as an artistic 
motif representing the defeat of the enemy. It would 
have been nearly impossible to get the onagers to 
leap over human cadavers, even though in battle¬ 
field conditions it may have occasionally happened 
by accident. Since there was no suspension system 
on the carts, striking an object like a human body 
would probably have turned the cart over, throwing 
its human occupants to the ground: a rather danger¬ 
ous and embarrassing occurrence, particularly during 
the confusion of battle. 

On the opposite panel of the Standard, the peace 
or banquet scene shows the htgal in the top regis¬ 
ter (it is tempting to think that the registers were 
arranged in a hierarchical order according to social 
class), drinking beer with his soldiers, and the impor¬ 
tant farmers and merchants of the city. The drinking 
scene, like the war carts rolling over enemy soldiers, 
became a standard motif in Near Eastern art and 
was used time and again in artistic representations, 
outlasting its creators by many centuries. Below the 
drinking scene we see a register showing prosperous 
herders of cattle, goats, and sheep, as well as fisher¬ 
men, while on the bottom register there are labourers 
carrying bundles and packages. This was probably a 
representation of the lowest strata of Mesopotamian 
society. The exact purpose of the Standard is not really 
known. It contains no inscriptions or other clues, and 
may simply have been some kind of decoration or a 
part of the furniture. 49 



The Standard of Ur from the Early Dynastic II period showing scenes 
of war and peace; see photograph overleaf. (British Museum, London) 
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Standard of Ur, banquet scene. 


Entrance to a 
royal tomb at 
Ur, mud-brick 
construction. 



The royal burials of Ur bring to light in one 
archaeological discovery an amazing cross-section of 
ancient Mesopotamian society that reveals important 
clues about their art, architecture, and music, as well 
as social structure, warfare, and religion. But what 
about the burials themselves? What do they mean and 
what do they tell us about ancient concepts of the 
afterlife? In addition to preserving hundreds of piec¬ 
es of artwork that testify to the outstanding level of 
Sumerian craftsmanship, the cemetery of Ur gives us a 
unique glimpse into beliefs concerning their fate when 
they died and went into the underworld. 50 Although 
there is ample evidence at Ur for the entombment of 
kings, servants, and animals, there are no accompany¬ 
ing inscriptions that might explain why such things 
were practised. 51 Mass burials are also known in Egypt 
from about the same time and, like the tombs at Ur, 
the Egyptians left no clues that would indicate why 
they practised such things. All of those who were 


killed or committed suicide belonged to the king’s 
or queen’s retinue and were considered part of their 
personal belongings, much like their carts, musical 
instruments, or clothing. The burial attendants were 
probably not poor slaves who were dragged against 
their will and forcefully interred with their crazed 
rulers. 52 It is conceivable that it was an honour and 
privilege for the servants to accompany their rulers to 
the grave, since the afterlife that awaited them in the 
company of the king and queen would have been far 
better than anything that they could have hoped for 
had they been forced to fend for themselves in the 
underworld. 


Ideas about death and the afterlife 
(eschatology) 

The people of Mesopotamia had a pessimistic 
eschatology. 53 Their concept of the afterlife was one 
of gloom and darkness, no matter what social class 
they belonged to or how good or bad they had been 
during their lives on earth. American Sumerologist 
Samuel N. Kramer translated a broken passage from 
the Gilpamesh Epic that speaks of a man being buried 
with his wife, his son, his mistress, and his musician. 
This passage may be alluding to exactly the same 
kind of situation that was found in the Ur burials. 
Another passage, written several centuries after the 
Ur burials, describes how musical instruments called 
the “harps of mourning” were placed on the ground, 
and when their songs began to play, the people were 
ready to die. 54 The same passage also refers to boats 
that travelled to hostile shores, perhaps referring to 
the underworld. This imagery could be alluding to 
harps like those found at Ur (11 in all). The refer¬ 
ences to boats and a hostile shore are also intriguing 
since there were model boats made of silver and cop¬ 
per found at Ur, and the mention of the hostile shore 
could be referring to the fact that Sumerian myths 
mention that the dead had to be ferried across “the 
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Mesopotamian cosmology. 


waters of death” to the underworld by a boatman 
called Urshanabi. This seems to indicate that when 
the high priestess began to sing the song of death, the 
servants and musicians of the palace had to assemble 


and prepare for death, and accompany their rulers 
into the afterlife. According to Woolley, for a brief 
period of time in the Early Dynastic period, a few 
Sumerian rulers considered themselves to be at least 
partly divine. Such semi-divine kings were accompa¬ 
nied by their retinue of servants and attendants into 
the underworld where they would share in a special 
afterlife with their sovereigns that was not accorded 
to other people. 

Some have argued that because dynastic kingship 
was new, and had only become a common practice 
at about the same time as the mass burials at Ur, 
the new king had to bury all of the wealth of the 
previous ruler before taking office. This custom is 
known to have existed in other societies and was 
believed to increase the ruler’s status. 55 Even though 
the eschatological beliefs of the ancient Sumerians are 
still not completely understood, one thing is certain: 
the discovery of the royal tombs of Ur remains one 
of the most impressive archaeological discoveries 
ever made in Mesopotamia. In the archaeology of 
the Near East, the royal tombs of Ur are as impressive 
as the discovery of the tomb of the Egyptian pharaoh 
Tutankhamun (see Ch. 15). 







4 The 
Akkadians 
and the Ur III 
Dynasty 


PART l:THE AKKADIANS 

The term “Akkadian” refers to Semitic-speaking 
peoples who occupied the regions of the Tigris- 
Euphrates river valley north of the cities of Nippur 
and Sippar. It may derive from Akkade, the name 
of the main city of the Akkadians located some¬ 
where in central Mesopotamia. Throughout much 
of Near Eastern history the term “Akkad” meant the 
geographical region where predominantly Akkadi¬ 
an speakers lived. Later this region would be called 
Babylonia. Like the Sumerians, the Akkadians 1 prac¬ 
tised agriculture, lived in cities dominated by large 
temples, and shared similar lifestyles. Much of Sum¬ 
erian and Akkadian religion, art, and architecture 
were also similar, but probably the most important 
cultural element they shared was the cuneiform 
writing system. Not having a writing system of their 
own, the Akkadians adapted cuneiform signs to their 
own language, which was still in use 2000 years 
after the Sumerians had ceased to be the dominant 
power in southern Mesopotamia. Even though the 
Sumerians and the Akkadians shared many common 
cultural traits, there was at least one major differ¬ 
ence between them. The Akkadians spoke and wrote 
a Semitic 2 language related to modern Hebrew and 
Arabic, while the Sumerians used a language unre¬ 
lated to any of the other languages of the Near East. 
Along with Eblaite, Akkadian is the oldest writ¬ 
ten Semitic language and differs from Sumerian in 
structure, grammar, and syntax. Some of the Semitic 


languages used in the ancient Near East are listed 
below: 3 

• East Semitic: Akkadian, first written texts appear 
in the 26th century bc. The spoken form of the 
language probably appeared earlier. 

• Later dialects of Akkadian: Old Babylonian and 
Assyrian around 2000-1500 bc; Middle Baby¬ 
lonian and Assyrian 1500-1000 bc; and Neo- 
Babylonian and Neo-Assyrian 1000-600 bc. 

• West Semitic languages: Ugaritic and Canaan - 
ite, 14th century bc. 



Map showing the regions of southern Mesopotamia where the 
Sumerian or Akkadian languages were dominant. 
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Chronology of the Akkadian and Ur III periods (all dates bc) 


Akkadian period (2334-C.2160) 

Sargon 1 

2334-2279 

Rimush 

2278-2270 

Manishtushu 

2269-2255 

Naram-Sin 

2254-2218 

Shar-kali-sharri 

2217-2193 

(Six minor kings) 

C.2160 

Ur III period (2119-2004) 

Utuhegal 

2119-2113 

Ur-Nammu 

2112-2095 

Shulgi 

2094-2047 

Amar-Sin 

2046-2038 

Shu-Sin 

2037-2029 

Ibbi-Sin 

2028-2004 


• Phoenician, and Hebrew, tenth century bc, and 
Aramaic, which also appeared in the tenth cen¬ 
tury bc and was eventually spoken throughout 
much of the Near East. 

• Nabatean, a language close to Arabic, which 
appeared in the third century bc; classical 
Arabic, fourth century ad. 

• Modern Arabic, which has been the dominant 
language of the Near East since the seventh 
century ad. 

When southern Mesopotamia became politically weak¬ 
ened about 2350 bc, an Akkadian named Sargon seized 
political power in the Tigris-Euphrates river valley, and 
eventually became one of the legendary kings of the 
ancient Near East. 

Sargon of Akkad (2334-2279 bc) 4 

The birthplace of Sargon is unknown, but according 
to legend, he was a peasant, or water carrier, who 
worked on an irrigation project for Ur-Zababa, the 
lujyal of the city of Kish. Stories about Sargon state 
that he was the “son of a nobody”, and emphasize 
that he was a commoner and not a member of any 
ruling family. Somehow, Sargon managed to work 
his way up to the prestigious title of “cup bearer” 


Akkad, Sumer, and Assyria. 


for Ur-Zababa. Eventually, he managed to over¬ 
throw Ur-Zababa and take the title “King of Kish”. 
It was also at this time that he took the name Sar¬ 
gon, sharru-kin , meaning “legitimate king”. This 
leads historians to believe that he was not supposed 
to be the king, but was in fact a usurper. He then 
gathered up an army, marched south against the 
Sumerian king, Lugalzagesi of Uruk, and defeated 


him. Sargon brought Lugalzagesi back to Kish in 
a wooden neck stock and displayed him, like an 
animal, in front of the city’s main gate. 5 In the 
period that followed, Sargon attacked and defeated a 
number of cities in the south, including Ur, Lagash, 
and Umma. Sargon claims he was victorious in every 
battle he fought and soon conquered all of southern 
Mesopotamia. 
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The myth of Sargon 

In the ancient world, myths and fantastic stories were 
often created to embellish the lives and exploits of im¬ 
portant rulers. 6 Stories about kings and queens who 
were conceived by some miracle, or who had a unique 
birth or childhood, are well-known. Rulers such as 
Alexander the Great, Cyrus the Persian, Queen Hat- 
shepsut of Egypt (see Ch. 13), and Sargon of Akkad 
had mythical tales woven into the historical fabric of 
their lives. 7 The myth of Sargon describes his birth, 
his humble beginnings, and his early life up until the 
time he became king. Sargon’s story is reminiscent 
of another legendary person from the Near East: 
Moses. 8 Sargon was famous in ancient history and 
scribes wrote of his conquests and exploits for nearly 
two thousand years after his death. Students and 
scribes retold and embellished the stories of Sargon 
well into the first millennium bc and in the eighth 
century bc an Assyrian king, Sargon II (721-705 bc), 
took his famous name as his own. The story of Sargon 
recounts that his mother was a priestess, and that he 
did not know the identity of his father. 9 This may 
indicate that he came from humble origins and was 
perhaps a man of the people. His mother gave birth 
to him in secret but could not keep him. She placed 
him in a basket made of reeds and sealed it with bitu¬ 
men (tar) so that it would not sink. Then she set the 
basket adrift on the Euphrates River. Eventually it was 
found by Alcki, a wealthy landowner, who took in the 
infant Sargon and raised him as his son. Later, Akki 
appointed Sargon as the overseer of his vast estates. 
One day, Ishtar, the goddess of sex and procreation, 
granted him her love. As a result, Sargon was given 
kingship over all of Mesopotamia for 56 years. 


The conquests of Sargon 

Early in his reign, Sargon chose Aklcade, a small city 
north of Kish, to be the capital of his new kingdom. 10 
The city of Alckade has not yet been located but it 
is believed to be situated somewhere near modern 
Baghdad. Some scholars argue that Sargon formed 
the world’s first empire, 11 and it is clear that he did 
make a number of fundamental changes in the politi¬ 
cal system of Mesopotamia. Instead of relying on the 
centuries-old city-state system, Sargon expanded his 
control over all of Mesopotamia, into Iran, Syria, and 
the regions around the Persian Gulf. Under Sargon 
power shifted away from the temple and was concen¬ 
trated more in the hands of his family and allies. For a 
period of several centuries, political power was trans¬ 
ferred from southern Mesopotamia further north to 
around the city of Aklcade. 

At the beginning of his political career Sargon was 
content with the title “King of Akkad”, meaning he 
was the ruler of the immediate area around the city, 
but as his power grew and his empire expanded he 
took the more traditional title of “King of Kish”. 12 
Sargon formed a professional army that written 
sources claim numbered 5400 men. 13 Once Sargon 
had conquered the southern portion of Mesopota¬ 
mia he made a symbolic gesture that was charged 
with meaning and was repeated by other kings for 
centuries afterwards: he washed his bloodied weap¬ 
ons of battle in “the Lower Sea”, that is, the Persian 
Gulf. 14 He then turned his armies to the northwest 
and continued up the Euphrates to conquer the city- 
states of Mari, Ebla and the land of Lebanon, and a 
place called “the Silver Mountain”, somewhere in the 
far-off Taurus mountains of Turkey. After conquering 
all the lands between the Persian Gulf and the Medi¬ 
terranean Sea, Sargon was no longer content with 
the old title “King of Kish”, and as a reflection of his 
greatly expanded kingdom he took the title “King of 
the Lands”, 15 a title more suited to the grandeur of 
his newly formed empire. 


Changes in kingship 

Not only did Sargon take a new and exalted title for 
himself, but he broke with tradition by abandon¬ 
ing the city of Kish as the centre of political power. 
During his reign a new emphasis was placed on the 
Akkadian language at the expense of the older Sumer¬ 
ian, which was pushed into the background. Despite 
these changes, Sargon respected ancient traditions 
and did not suppress them. Sargon’s daughter, 
Enkheduanna, 16 an accomplished poetess who wrote 
in excellent Sumerian, was appointed to the position 
of entum, or high priestess, of the moon god Nanna 
at the city of Ur. The moon god played a key role 
in religion throughout the long history of Mesopo¬ 
tamia. More than 1500 years later, the Babylonian 
king, Nabonidus (see Ch. 7) would revive the wor¬ 
ship of Nanna. Enkheduanna became the high priest¬ 
ess and human wife of the moon god, as well as the 
high priestess of the sky god, Anu, at Urulc. This 
placed an Akkadian woman in the highest religious 
position in two of the most venerated religious cen¬ 
tres in the Sumerian-speaking regions of southern 
Mesopotamia. 

The kingdom of Akkad 

The Akkadians were successful merchants, trad¬ 
ers, and craftsmen. Their capital city, Aklcade, was a 
thriving commercial centre and in its harbour ships 
from Magan (Oman) and Dilmun (Bahrain) in the 
Persian Gulf, 800km from Alckade and even from 
far-off Meluhha on the Indian sub-continent, 17 could 
be found loading and unloading goods. Since the 
Early Dynastic period an extensive trade network had 
existed between southern Mesopotamia and what is 
now India. Ships from Mesopotamia carried their 
goods 20001cm along the shores of the Persian Gulf, 
all the way to the Indus river valley and the regions of 
the great Harappan civilization. One text boasts that 
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in the city of Akkade one was jostled by monkeys, 
huge elephants, water buffalo, and beasts from distant 
lands. In its harbour there were so many ships from so 
many places that citizens of Akkade were constandy 
astonished and astounded. People from many groups, 
including the Amorites and the Shubartu from north¬ 
ern Mesopotamia and the western reaches of Syria, 
along with others, came in great numbers, “like pack 
asses” carrying trade goods to Akkade. 

Sargon’s widespread military campaigns were 
largely economic. He was more interested in secur¬ 
ing safe overland trade routes and reliable sources of 
raw materials for his new capital city, Akkade, than in 
territorial expansion. Trade routes along the Euphra¬ 
tes River were an important link with the Mediter¬ 
ranean Sea and the markets of Syria, Anatolia, and 
Egypt. 18 To the east lay the markets and resources 
of Elam and Parsumash on the Iranian Plateau, 
and further still was the newly emerging Harrapan 
civilization in the Indus river valley some 2000km 
from Akkade. Through conquest and trade, Sargon 
expanded Akkadian interests far beyond the bounda¬ 
ries of the previous Sumerians. The booty from dis¬ 
tant campaigns and trading enterprises was brought 
back to Akkade and filled the king’s treasury. It was 
then redistributed in the form of gifts to temples, 
members of the king’s family, and favoured subjects. 
Since Sargon both created wealth and handed it out, 
he was able to maintain control over all aspects of 
society and keep his enemies from gaining power. 
This new system of gaining and redistributing wealth 
led to the increasing importance of the king and the 
office of kingship. The king controlled the centre of 
power, was responsible for military success, and was 
seen as someone of extreme importance, far more so 
than other members of society. 


The bronze head of Sargon 

One of the most interesting archaeological discoveries 
from the Akkadian period is a magnificent copper head 
that many scholars believe to be a representation of 
King Sargon himself. 19 The hollow head, 37cm high, 
was found preserved in a rubbish heap in the ancient 
Assyrian city of Nineveh. It depicts the king wearing 
an ornamental coiffure that resembles the style of the 
wig-helmet worn by Meskalamdug from the royal 
cemetery of Ur, and that of Eannatum on the Stele 
of the Vultures (see Ch. 3). The hair is reminiscent 



Bronze head of a king, possibly Sargon of 
Akkad. (Iraq Museum, Baghdad) 


of a Sumerian art form, but the realistically modelled 
beard, moustache, and facial expressions go beyond 
the older styles and techniques. The eyes, which were 
probably made of precious stones, have been gouged 
out and the flattened nose is a result of the head having 
been dropped. 

The dynasty of Akkad 

Two of Sargon’s sons followed him in their turn 
on the throne and, like their predecessor, their 
chief concerns included keeping trade routes open 
and maintaining reliable sources of raw materials. 
Occasionally, tribal peoples on the fringe of the 
empire would close down access to vital resourc¬ 
es such as copper and tin. These two metals were 
extremely important since both were necessary for 
the manufacture of bronze, the hardest and most 
sophisticated metal of the time. When its resources 
were cut off the state had two choices: it could look 
elsewhere for new sources, which were usually fur¬ 
ther away and more costly, or it could take existing 
supplies by force. 

The Victory Stele of Naram-Sin 

When such a choice was presented to Naram-Sin, 
the fourth king of Akkad, he decided to take the 
raw materials by force. One such incident against 
a group of fierce mountain dwellers, known as the 
Lullulbi, has been recorded on a limestone slab 2 m 
tall known as the “Victory Stele of Naram-Sin”. 20 
Erected about 2250 bc in the city of Sippar, the stele 
depicts Naram-Sin much larger than his soldiers. This 
was in keeping with the earlier artistic tradition that 
the king’s size was commensurate with his impor¬ 
tance. At the top of the stele Naram-Sin is shown in 
front of a stylized mountain, standing on the bod¬ 
ies of two of his defeated enemies. The two celestial 
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objects over his head represent the sun and the planet 
Venus. There may have been other celestial objects 
in the upper left-hand section of the stele, which is 
lost. In front of him and on the lower right we see 
his enemies making gestures of submission such as 
breaking their spears or raising their hands. One of 
the unfortunate enemy soldiers is realistically shown 
with a spear sticking out of his neck as he falls back¬ 
wards from the force of the weapons wielded by the 
mighty Icing. Below Naram-Sin, on his left, his own 
soldiers are shown, but it is only the king who actually 
inflicts harm on his enemies. Once again this serves 
to emphasize the king’s role as a great warrior. The 
original Akkadian inscription has almost completely 
disappeared. But another inscription written in Elam¬ 
ite was added 1000 years after the time of Naram-Sin 
when the Elamite king, Shutruk-Nahhunte, took the 
stele as war booty to his own city of Susa. 

Like his Akkadian predecessors, Naram-Sin took 
the normal titles of kingship, including the lofty title 
“King of the Universe”. 21 But, unlike his predeces¬ 
sors, Naram-Sin also took another, even grander title: 
“God”. He placed the symbol of a star, the determina¬ 
tive placed in front of the names of all gods, in front 
ofhis own name and became il Naram-Sin-. the “God 
Naram-Sin”. 22 A temple was then built in Akkad to 
glorify the new god-king, and Naram-Sin was the first 
Mesopotamian ruler to be referred to as “God” in his 
own lifetime. In Sumerian and Akkadian works of art, 
gods were shown with a crown of horns on their heads; 
the more horns the more important they were. On the 
Victory Stele, Naram-Sin is shown wearing a helmet 
with one pair of horns, meaning his divine status was 
much lower than that of most other gods, but he was 
still considered superior to people. The practice of 
deifying kings during the Akkadian period reflects the 
growing importance of the Icing. It appears that the 
Icing’s supporters were sufficiently impressed by their 
Icing and his conquests that they raised him to the level 
of a minor deity, and built a temple where he could be 
worshipped like other gods. 



Victory Stele of Naram-Sin, Akkadian period. Limestone, 
low-relief sculpture, height 2 m. (Louvre Museum, Paris) 


Even though a number of Akkadian and Sumerian 
kings (see below) claimed divine status, the practice of 
deifying kings never really caught on in Mesopotamia 
as it did in Egypt, and by the beginning of the second 
millennium bc divine kingship was abandoned. In 
Mesopotamia it was accepted that kings were above 
their fellow citizens and were the god’s servants on 
earth, but they were not welcomed into the realm of 
the gods as Egyptian kings were. 

The end of Akkad 

Naram-Sin was the last great monarch of Akkad. His 
successors faced growing pressure from both inside 
and outside the kingdom. For generations the Akkad¬ 
ians had relied heavily on military might to extend 
and maintain their political power, but shortly before 
2200 bc things began to fall apart. The Elamites, their 
rivals from the east, turned against them, there were 
revolts in Sumer, the nomads in far-off Syria attacked 
them, and savage mountain peoples known as the 
Gutians, 23 along with their old enemy the Lullulbi, 
rose against them too. The last Akkadian king, Shar- 
lcali-sharri, whose name ironically means “King of all 
Kings”, attempted in vain to prevent his kingdom 
from collapsing, but eventually he was killed in his 
own palace during a revolt. 

The Akkadian period lasted about 170 years 
(2334-2160 bc) and left a lasting impression on the 
political, religious, and economic development of 
Mesopotamia. 24 Its geographical horizons had been 
enlarged as never before, and the period of small city- 
states gave way to large, centralized kingdoms that 
held control over extensive trading networks and vast 
expanses of territory. Centuries later kings would look 
back to the Akkadian Dynasty in search of guidance 
and inspiration, sometimes repeating the same for¬ 
mula that had made the kingdom of Akkad the most 
formidable power to develop in Mesopotamia during 
its early historical period. Even though the Sumerians 
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would temporarily regain control over the region, 
their days as the dominant people of Mesopotamia 
were numbered and they were eventually absorbed 
into the cultural landscape of the Tigris-Euphrates 
river valley. 

According to later textual sources, the land 
of Akkad was overrun by the Gutians. 25 The city¬ 
dwelling Akkadians despised the Gutians and 
maligned and ridiculed them, portraying them in 
their writings as sub-human barbarians, savages with 
the bodies of people but the faces of apes and the 
brains of dogs. Texts from the Old Babylonian period 
indicate that Enlil, seeking revenge, decided to pun¬ 
ish the Akkadians because they had become filled 
with pride and ignored the needs of the people. To 
that end he brought the Gutians out of their home¬ 
land in southwestern Iran and allowed them to sweep 
over the land of Akkad like swarms of locusts, 26 lay¬ 
ing waste to Akkad and its great empire. The Gutian 
invasion brought a temporary end to the long proc¬ 
ess of change that had taken place over the previous 
millennium. 

At the end of the Akkadian Empire there was a 
50-year period of intense inter-city rivalries between 
a number of city-states. Around 2200 bc, as the 
centralized political power of the Akkadian Dynasty 
began to slip away, power was once again divided 
among a number of local rulers. Cities such as Uruk, 
Lagash, and Kish became local centres of power as 
they had been under the city-state system of govern¬ 
ment. Just before the final collapse of the Sargonid 
Dynasty, the city of Lagash broke away from the 
Akkadians and became an independent kingdom. In 
the following years a number of other cities would 
do the same. Historians call this the Lagash Dynas¬ 
ty, and its most famous king was Gudea of Lagash. 
A prodigious builder, he rebuilt 15 temples in the 
nearby city of Girsu, which became an administrative 
centre. Gudea took the title of e»-priest of the temple 
of the chief god of Lagash, Ningirsu, a god of veg¬ 
etation and war. Except for campaigns against Elam 


and Anshan, Gudea did not undertake many military 
campaigns during his reign, but then his territory 
was far less extensive than that of the previous Akka¬ 
dian Empire. To build so many temples Lagash must 
have been a very prosperous city and its wealth came 
from trade not conquest. Over a century ago, 15 
statues portraying the likeness of Gudea were recov¬ 
ered by French archaeologists and most of them are 
now housed in the Louvre Museum in Paris. Their 
fine workmanship attests to the skills of the artists of 
the time. 

The Third Dynasty of Ur and the Sumerian 
revival 

According to the Sumerian king list, Utuhegal, Icing 
of Uruk, reigned for seven years. He was responsible 
for driving the Guti out of the land, and restoring 
kingship in Sumer. 27 Afterwards, his brother Ur- 
Nanirnu, took the reins of kingship and made the 
city of Ur the new capital of a reunited Sumer. Ur 
modelled itself on the successes of Akkad and became 
the dominant power in the region for more than a 
century. The Third Dynasty of Ur, also called the Ur 
III period, was dominated by several important kings, 
among them Ur-Nammu. After gaining control of the 
city of Ur, Ur-Nammu, “Warrior of Nammu”, took 
the title “King of Ur, King of Sumer and of Akkad”, 
and founded a brief but brilliant period of Mesopo¬ 
tamian history. Not only did he and his successors 
recreate part of the previous Akkadian Empire they 
had inherited, but they also gave southern and central 
Mesopotamia a period of relative peace and stability 
while restoring the Sumerian language and culture 
to pre-eminence. 

Tens of thousands of economic and administra¬ 
tive texts have survived from this period, providing 
scholars with a good idea about the workings of the 
Sumerian economy. Following the Sumerian tradi¬ 
tion, the economy was mixed between the king, the 


temple, and private families, with the temple maintain¬ 
ing its importance as one of the economic centres of 
the kingdom. Several things distinguish this period 
from the preceding Akkadian period: geographical¬ 
ly the Third Dynasty of Ur was smaller in area and 
population, Sumerian once again became the primary 
language of administration and bureaucracy, and the 
military was not used to extend political control to the 
far corners of Mesopotamia as it had been under the 
Akkadians. Although there was a renewed emphasis 
on Sumerian culture, the new dynasty also maintained 
cultural traditions that were uniquely Akkadian. To 
that end, like Sargon and his successors, Ur-Nammu 
appointed his daughter Ennirgalanna entum -priestess 
of the moon god Nanna at Ur and one of his sons 
g»-priest of the goddess Inanna (see Ch. 8), in the 
city of Uruk. He arranged the marriage of another 
son to the daughter of the king of Mari, the powerful 
kingdom on the middle Euphrates. There is little evi¬ 
dence to suggest that he waged war on his neighbours; 
instead he emphasized diplomacy to bring others under 
his influence. 

The Laws of Ur-Nammu 

From this period, perhaps promulgated by Ur- 
Nammu himself, 28 comes a collection of legal 
prescriptions - the “Laws of Ur-Nammu” - which 
called for the re-establishment of harmony and jus¬ 
tice in the land. With a lofty moral tone, the pro¬ 
logue makes it clear that these laws were enacted to 
banish evil, violence, and injustice in the land, and 
to protect widows, orphans, and the poor from the 
greed and rapaciousness of the rich and powerful. 
Crimes such as sexual assault against both citizens 
and slaves were no longer permitted and could re¬ 
sult in the death penalty for the aggressor. However, 
despite the official propaganda, women continued to 
be exploited by the temple and rulers and were paid 
far less than male workers. 29 
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Defamation, false testimony, and a number of bodily 
injuries were not punished by death as they would be 
later under Hammurabi (see Ch. 5) and later Hebraic 
law. The Laws of Ur-Nammu stipulate that bodily 
injuries such as cutting off a foot or a nose, knocking 
out a tooth, or breaking a bone, would result in a fine 
paid in silver metal, the amount varying according to 
the severity of the crime. Not only did he proclaim the 
re-establishment of order in Sumerian society, but Ur- 
Nammu also undertook programmes to help develop 
agriculture, by digging or clearing out the vast network 
of canals, and rebuilding the destroyed or damaged for¬ 
tifications of Ur, and building or rebuilding a number 
of temples. To create a stable atmosphere for trade, 
Ur-Nammu established uniform weights and measures, 
which reassured traders and merchants that transac¬ 
tions would be equitable in the focal marketplace as 
well as across the land. These changes resulted in a 
century-long period of economic growth and politi¬ 
cal stability. 

Sumero-Akkadian architecture 

The most significant architectural structures cre¬ 
ated by the peoples of ancient Mesopotamia were 
the mud-brick towers called “ziggurats”. 30 In at least 
one sense, ziggurats were to Mesopotamia what the 
pyramids were to Egypt: monumental symbols of 
a great civilization. But the similarities end there; 
ziggurats and pyramids were built for entirely differ¬ 
ent reasons and were in no way connected to each 
other. George Roux and others 31 have suggested that 
Sumerian architects may have been inspired by the 
Egyptian pyramid builders, but this is doubtful. In 
its earliest form, the ziggurat consisted of a terrace of 
trodden clay and mud bricks that served as a raised 
platform for elevating temples. Elevated temple plat¬ 
forms situated under existing ziggurats were built one 
on top of the other over many centuries. With each 
new addition they grew in size, leaving earlier stages 



The remains of the ziggurat at Dur-Kurigalzu, Kassite period. 



Stairs leading to the second stage of the Dur-Kurigalzu ziggurat, 
Kassite period. Layers formed by reed mats placed at intervals 
are still visible after 35 centuries. 


buried under later enlargements. Although individual 
Egyptian pyramids usually went through some modi¬ 
fications during their construction, in most cases they 
were built for a single king, and new pyramids were 
not built over the remains of older ones. 

A ziggurat is essentially a series of mud-brick plat¬ 
forms of diminishing sizes built one on top of the 
other. Early ziggurats had three levels, later expanded 
to seven. Pyramids were tombs, but no one was ever 
buried in a ziggurat. A number of pyramids contain 
chambers and passageways, unlike ziggurats, which 
were completely solid and devoid of any passages or 
chambers. Ziggurats had wide exterior ramps and 
stairways leading to a small temple at their summits. 
Pyramids had no exterior stairways or ramps, were 
never meant to be climbed by people, and had no 
temples or other kinds of structures at their summits. 
Finally, and perhaps most important of all, pyramids 
were built out of stone, while ziggurats were made 
using mud bricks. 

The largest ziggurats were those in the cities of 
Babylon and Dur-Untash in Iran. They measured 
up to 105.2m on a side and rose an estimated 52.6- 
90m in height. 32 Ziggurats were not as durable as 
pyramids, and most of them are so badly deteriorated 
that archaeologists can only estimate their original 
size. The base of the ziggurat of Ur measures 62.5m 
x 43m and Leonard Woolley determined its origi¬ 
nal height to be 16.7m. The plan of a sixth-century 
bc ziggurat drawn on a clay tablet from the city of 
Babylon shows a structure that measured 90m on 
each side, had seven stages, and was 90m high. If 
it was ever constructed it would have been the 
highest and most impressive ziggurat ever built. 33 
Unfortunately, very little of this mud-brick structure 
remains today and it is difficult to determine how 
large it really was. The largest pyramids are much 
better preserved, primarily because they were built of 
stone blocks and not mud bricks. The Khufu Pyramid 
at Giza (see Ch. 11), measures 230m on a side and 
still towers 141m above the desert floor, although it 
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originally rose to a height of 146m. The base of the 
Khufu Pyramid covers 53000m 2 , while the largest 
ziggurats cover only 10000m 2 : less than one-fifth 
the size. Dimensions such as these indicate more than 
just size; indirectly they reveal a great deal about the 
societies that built them and the raw materials avail¬ 
able to their builders. 

Since there was no stone for building projects in 
Mesopotamia, mud brick was used. Mud for brick¬ 
making was available everywhere in Mesopotamia. 
One had only to scoop up a few handfuls of earth, 
add some water and straw, and then place the mix¬ 
ture in a brick mould to produce an endless supply of 
bricks. Despite the availability of this cheap building 
material, ziggurats were always considerably smaller 
than pyramids. This may have been because the Sum¬ 
erian city-states were smaller and could not assemble 
either the manpower or the wealth required to build 
pyramid-size structures. 34 Later, when the Assyrians 
had a vast empire that included Egypt, ziggurats were 
still small in comparison to Egyptian pyramids. This 
was probably due to several factors. The central core 
of most ziggurats was made of unbaked, sun-dried 
bricks and it was covered with an outer shell, up to 
15m thick, of baked bricks. In the core of the zig- 
gurat, reed mats (visible in the photographs oppo¬ 
site) were laid and layers of bitumen were added to 
prevent water from penetrating to the core. Even 
with these precautions rainwater from the rare yet 
devastating cloudbursts that sometimes occurred in 
the region, did occasionally leak into the interior of 
the structure, causing its unbaked core to expand, 
bulge, and crumble. All kings of Mesopotamia had to 
face the constant task of rebuilding crumbling mud- 
brick structures such as palaces, temples, fortification 
walls, and ziggurats. Structures rarely lasted a century 
without major refurbishment. 

The Egyptians did not have this problem. 
Although many domestic structures were built of 
mud bricks, they built their principal monuments in 
stone, which required litde or no maintenance, and 


their structures have lasted into modern times. Like 
stone, baked mud bricks are practically indestructible 
and will last for millennia. Why, then, were ziggu¬ 
rats not built entirely out of baked bricks instead of 
just their exterior walls? If they had been, they could 
have withstood the ravages of time and their kings 
would not have been obliged to repair them every 
few years. 

As is so often the case, environmental factors 
may have dictated the quantity of burnt mud bricks 
used in large structures. There were very few trees in 
Mesopotamia, and the Sumerians, Babylonians, and 
Assyrians lacked the necessary fuel to bake the mil¬ 
lions of bricks required for large structures. Most of 
the wood and straw fuel available was used for cook¬ 
ing fires in private homes and could not be spared 
for brick-making. Another factor that contributed to 
the demise of ziggurats was size of the bricks used to 
make them. Mud bricks are smaller and lighter than 
the great stones used in pyramid construction and 
long after they were abandoned, peasants in search 
of easily available building material found ziggurats 
to be a convenient source of bricks for constructing 
houses and other domestic buildings. 

The purpose of Egyptian pyramids is clear: they 
were tombs for their deceased kings. But if ziggu¬ 
rats were not tombs then what was their purpose? 
Early explorers naively thought that they were used 
by Babylonian and Assyrian priests to escape the mos¬ 
quitoes. 35 Some maintain that the first small ziggurats 
were simply raised platforms where the village grain 
supply could be kept dry during the annual flood. 36 As 
early as the fourth millennium bc temples were built 
on raised earth and mud-brick mounds and ziggurats 
may have been a further development of this type of 
construction. 37 The most widely accepted explanation 
is that ziggurats were meant to be climbed. Ziggurats 
always had several stairways leading to their summits 
and it seems clear that their primary purpose was to 
elevate the priests closer to die realm of the gods in the 
heavens. In the city of Sippar the ziggurat was called 



The eroded remains of the ziggurat at the city of Ashur in 
northern Mesopotamia, Late Assyrian period. 


the “The Staircase to Holy Heaven”, 38 and offerings 
were made to the gods from a small temple at the sum¬ 
mit of the ziggurat. 39 In this way, ziggurats formed an 
important spiritual link between people on earth and 
the sacred realm of the gods in the heavens. 

In the early days of Assyriological research it was 
claimed that ziggurats were built as celestial observa¬ 
tories where astronomers could have studied the stars 
without city buildings obstructing their view. 40 It 
is likely that on some occasions celestial observers 
climbed to the top of ziggurats to observe the night 
sky, recite prayers to the gods of the night, and make 
offerings to the celestial gods. 41 It should be kept in 
mind that, since the moon and planets would still 
appear to be the same size, climbing a few metres to 
the top of a ziggurat would not give an observer a 
significantly closer or better view of celestial objects. 
It is doubtful that ziggurats would have been of 
much use to astronomers and calendar-makers, but 
they would have elevated priests and celestial observ¬ 
ers into the higher spiritual realm that was such an 
important element of their religious world. Never¬ 
theless, not once in the hundreds of Assyrian and 
Babylonian astronomical and astrological texts do 
astronomers ever mention that they climbed to the 
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top of a ziggurat to observe the heavens. 42 Originally, 
ziggurats were not built to be observatories, although 
on occasion, after they were built, they may have been 
used as such. 

The most widely known reference to a ziggu¬ 
rat outside Mesopotamia occurs in the Old Testa¬ 
ment 43 in the story of the Tower of Babel. The story 
may have been borrowed by the Hebrews from the 
Babylonians 44 during the first millennium bc, or it 
may just have been a well-known story in the ancient 
world. The Old Testament writers were impressed 
by the great temple structure dedicated to the chief 
Babylonian god, Marduk, and its towering ziggurat, 
which they called the “Tower of Babel”. The word 
“Babel” is the Hebrew form of the Akkadian Bab- 
ilim , meaning “gate of god”. 45 The word Babylon 
is the Greek form of the same name. The ziggurat 


at Babylon was called e-temen-an-ki, meaning “the 
temple foundation of heaven and earth”. The god 
Marduk commanded the builders to make the base 
of the tower in the underworld and build its sum¬ 
mit so high that it would reach the heavens. The 
ziggurat was so spectacular that the summit of the 
tower was called the “rival of heaven”. In the Genesis 
story people wished to build a great city and become 
famous. To accomplish this they began to build a 
huge tower that would be so tall that it would reach 
into the heavenly realm. This kind of activity was 
so disquieting to the Old Testament God that he 
caused the people to speak in different languages. 
The humans were confused by their inability to 
communicate with each other and thus scattered in 
all directions, taking with them the world’s many 
languages. 



5 Mesopotamia 
in the second 
millennium bc: 
the Babylonians 
and the Kas sites 
( 2000-1600 bc) 


Periodically, the kingdoms of the Tigris-Euphrates 
region were taken over by outsiders. The wide-open 
expanses of land from the Zagros mountains in the 
east to the Taurus mountains in the west were the 
homelands for numerous groups of people who 
invaded or migrated into the lands of Mesopotamia. 
One such group was known as the Amorites, whose 
name means “the Westerners”. 1 The Amorites were 
Semites who spoke a language related to Akkadian. 
Semi-nomadic herders and labourers, they began 
moving into Mesopotamia at the end of the third 
millennium bc, where they often worked for sed¬ 
entary families as domestics, farm hands, or menial 
labourers before establishing themselves as proper¬ 
tied members of society. Although many Amorites 
began as migrants, over the years they were able to 
work their way into the rich and prosperous centres 
of southern and central Mesopotamian society and 
eventually take them over. The last of the Mesopo¬ 
tamians overrun by the Amorites referred to them 
as uncouth desert dwellers who lacked any traces of 
civility. The Sumerians claimed that the Amorites 
had no knowledge of farming, and did not live in 
houses or towns, but roamed the mountains living 
on roots and raw meat. When they died they were 
not even buried in the ground. To fortify themselves 
against the Amorite threat, the inhabitants of south¬ 
ern Mesopotamia built a long and massive structure, 
or perhaps series of fortresses, called “The Amorite 
Wall”, 2 stretching between the Tigris and Euphrates 
Rivers. 


The Sumerians fought a long battle for survival 
against the Amorites, who raided villages and attacked 
travellers and merchants. Around 2000 bc the Amor¬ 
ites broke through the system of defences and pushed 
south towards the Persian Gulf. The next two centuries 
witnessed a return to the more traditional city-state 
form of government. No one person or group could 
take firm control of the region, but by 1800 bc the 
descendants of the Amorite invaders were themselves 
living in what had once been the heartland of Sumer 
and Akkad. They adopted many of the ways and cus¬ 
toms of the people they had only recently conquered 
and became successful farmers, merchants, and trad¬ 
ers. Once they became established city dwellers and 
farmers, the Amorites abandoned their nomadic life¬ 
style and willingly absorbed the religion, lifestyle, and 
other cultural elements of their Sumerian, Akkadian, 
and Ur III predecessors. In addition, a few of them 
learned Akkadian and the cuneiform writing system, 
mastered the bureaucratic functions necessary to mam- 
tain long-distance trading networks, and developed 
the complex forms of government required to rule a 
large territory. 

Hammurabi and the First Babylonian 
Dynasty 

One of the most remarkable ruling families in the 
long history of the Near East was the First Babylon¬ 
ian Dynasty, 3 which lasted from the 19th to the 
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16l1i centuries bc, and for a brief period of time 
dominated southern Mesopotamia. Its most famous 
king, Hammurabi, 4 was a distant descendent of the 
very Amorites who in previous generations had 
taken power from the rulers of southern Mesopo¬ 
tamia. Hammurabi (1792-1750 bc) 5 inherited a 
small kingdom from his father, Sin-muballit, about 
100km long and 50km wide. 6 During the early 
years of his reign, Babylon was one of many small 


city-states dotting the Tigris-Euphrates river valley. 
However, by the end of his 42-year reign he had 
extended his control over much of Mesopotamia, 
from the upper Tigris-Euphrates river valley to the 
Persian Gulf. Because the political scene in Meso¬ 
potamia was so fragmented, in the early years of his 
reign Hammurabi concentrated on economic and 
administrative matters in his small kingdom. After 
several decades of skilful leadership, Hammurabi’s 


kingdom grew stronger than the rival kingdoms 
around him. Having built up a position of strength, 
in the thirtieth year of his reign Hammurabi went 
on the offensive and within a few years had taken 
control of much of Mesopotamia. Around 1760 bc 
he defeated the combined forces of Assyria, Eshnun- 
na, and Elam, and the following year he captured 
the capital of King Rim-Sin at Larsa. Once south¬ 
ern Mesopotamia was secured he turned on his one- 


Chronology of the First Babylonian Dynasty (all dates bc) 


Sumu-abum 

1894-1881 

Sumu-la-EI 

1880-1845 

Sabium 

1844-1831 

Apil-Sin 

1830-1813 

Sin-muballit 

1812-1793 

Hammurabi 

1792-1750 

Samsu-iluna 

1749-1712 

Abi-eshuh 

1711-1684 

Ammiditana 

1683-1647 

Ammisaduqa 

1646-1626 

Samsu-ditana 

1625-1595 

Hittite sack of Babylon 

1595 
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time ally, King Zimri-Lim of Mari, a powerful and 
prosperous kingdom to the north. 

Mari: a kingdom on the middle Euphrates 

The great kingdom of Mari 7 was centred around the 
city of the same name on the middle Euphrates River, 
halfway between the Persian Gulf and the Taurus 
mountains, about 501cm north of the present Syrian- 
Iraqi border. Mari was a large urban centre founded 
about 2900 bc, at the beginning of the Early Dynastic 
I period. Although not much is known about Mari 
during the third millennium bc, archaeological 
evidence - including the statues of the singer Ur- 
Nanshe, the surveyor Shibum, and King Lamgi-Mari 
- indicates that the kingdom was clearly influenced 
by the culture of southern Mesopotamia. During 
the Akkadian period of the later third millennium 
bc, and for a period of nearly 300 years afterwards, 
the sovereigns of Mari were designated with the title 
shakkanakku, a term that meant either “governor” 
or “king”. 8 This was a period when the city and 
surrounding kingdom of Mari were very powerful 
both economically and politically. The last years of 
Mari’s history were dominated by King Zimri-Lim 
(1779-1757 bc) and his family. 

The city of Mari was ideally situated to control 
traffic on the river as well as overland trade be¬ 
tween northern Mesopotamia, Syria, and the Medi¬ 
terranean coast. Less than half of the site remains 
today, since much of it has been eroded away by 
the Euphrates River. The remaining portion of the 
city forms a semicircle about 900m wide and 1.9km 
long. The original city of Mari was organized on a 
circular plan nearly 2 km in diameter. 9 The modern 
bed of the Euphrates River is found more than 2km 
from the site, and it puzzled archaeologists for some 
time why the city was located so far from the river. 
At first, it was believed that the river simply changed 
its course, as so often happens in Mesopotamia. But, 


geomorphological studies have shown that the orig¬ 
inal city walls were laid down at some distance from 
the river, and a canal was cut from the river into the 
centre of the city. 10 It seems clear that a large sys¬ 
tem of canals existed that facilitated the transport of 
goods to and from the city, particularly from north¬ 
ern Mesopotamia. 

The discovery of the city of Mari was one of the 
most important archaeological discoveries of the 20th 
century. 11 The first traces of Mari were uncovered 
by accident in August 1933 when a local man, dig¬ 
ging stone out of the ancient mound of Tell Hariri, 
struck a large statue that had been buried for nearly 
forty centuries. The statue was brought to the atten¬ 
tion of a French military officer, who went to the site 
and examined the headless statue with a cuneiform 
inscription covering part of it. Realizing the impor¬ 
tance of the find, the officer took the statue back to 
the nearby town of Abu Kemal and contacted author¬ 
ities. Soon word reached Assyriologists at the Louvre 
Museum in Paris, and by Christmas 1933 a team of 
French archaeologists were in the field excavating the 
site. More than 70 years later, researchers continue 
their investigations, currently under the direction of 
Jean-Claude Margueron. 

The site of Mari is immense, and was home to 
perhaps as many as 50000 people. The main pal¬ 
ace measures 120m x 200m on a side, covered 2.4 
hectares, and contained 260 rooms and courts. It 
must have been a visual marvel and was famous even 
among the ancients. In some places the walls were 
4m thick, and rose 4-8m high. The royal chambers 
of the king and queen were large and sumptuous 
and, unlike the vast majority of the population, they 
had running water and toilets as well as terracotta 
baths. The site has produced a number of statues 
that adorn museums in Damascus and Paris along 
with an extraordinary mural painting that shows 
King Zimri-Lim in the palace sanctuary of the god¬ 
dess Ishtar. But perhaps the most important discov¬ 
ery at Mari was the unearthing of scribal archives 


Chronology of Assyria and the kingdom of Mari (all dates bc) 


Assyria 

lla-kabkabu 

(dates uncertain) 

Shamshi-Adad 1 

1813-1781 

Ishme-Dagan 

1780-1741 

Mari 

Yaggid-Lim 

(dates uncertain) 

Yahdun-Lim 

(dates uncertain) 

Yasmah-Adad 

1796-1780 

Zimri-Lim 

1779-1757 




Painted wall scene from the palace at Mari. 
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That so far have yielded more than 20000 complete 
cuneiform tablets. These clay documents have been 
studied and published since the 1930s, bringing 
to light many interesting aspects of the kingdom 
of Mari and the sometimes difficult relations 
with neighbouring kings, including Hammurabi of 
Babylon. 

Written in a dialect of Akkadian called Old Baby¬ 
lonian, the tablets provide a precious glimpse into 
the day-to-day activities and inner workings of the 
kingdom of Mari and the political and social events 
of the time. Most of the tablets are economic texts, 
ration lists, personnel lists, legal decisions, and audits. 
There is also a small group of letters and literary texts, 
palace intrigues, and anecdotes about the lives and 
events of the people in the court. One group, the 
“Harem Texts”, sheds light on the status and duties 
of the large number of women kept in the palace. 
These included the daughters of the king and mem¬ 
bers of the royal family, as well as those of lower ranks 
such as singers (perhaps also concubines), and the 
lowest rank, the domestic workers who maintained 
the palace and its kitchens. Because of these texts, 
Old Babylonian Mari is one of the best-documented 
palace compounds in the long history of the ancient 
Near East. 

Shamshi-Adad, King of Mari 

Shamshi-Adad 13 was an Amorite who ruled the region 
of Assyria in northern Mesopotamia for about 33 
years. During the early part of his life, he lived in 
exile in Babylonia (southern Mesopotamia) since 
his ancestral home in the northern Tigris-Euphrates 
region was occupied by Dadusha, king of Eshnunna. 
Dadusha ruled a kingdom that covered the north¬ 
eastern part of Mesopotamia and controlled the river 
and overland trade routes in the Tigris-Euphrates 
river valley. It also controlled Shubat-Enlil, Sham- 
shi-Adad’s home city. Shamshi-Adad slowly fought 


his way back to his homeland, gradually taking back 
the important cities of Ashur and Ekallatum (which 
means “Palaces”) and, most important of all, the great 
city of Mari. Shamshi-Adad was also successful in his 
westward expansion and even set up a victory stele 
somewhere near the Mediterranean Sea on the coast 
of Lebanon. After he won back his homeland from 
Eshnunna, he divided the region into three parts. In 
a sense, it was a single kingdom ruled by King Sham¬ 
shi-Adad and his two sons: Shamshi-Adad ruled the 
northernmost region, called Shubartu, from its capi¬ 
tal, Shubat-Enlil (Tell Leilan, Syria); the elder son, 
Ishme-Dagan, ruled the land east of the Tigris from 
the city of Ekallatum ; his younger brother, Yasmah- 
Adad, controlled the western part of the kingdom 
from the city of Mari after Shamshi-Adad had driven 
out the local rulers who fled to the west. 

From their letters 14 we get some interesting 
insights into the characters of the three rulers. Writ¬ 
ten accounts indicate that Shamshi-Adad was a wise, 
hard-working ruler who overcame many hardships 
and fought difficult battles to regain his homeland. In 
contrast to his father, Yasmah-Adad was fond of good 
wine, enjoyed the company of the palace women, 
and was reluctant to fulfil administrative duties. In 
one letter his father criticizes him for being imma¬ 
ture and for failing to carry out his religious duties 
and make sacrifices, as well as for not making impor¬ 
tant appointments to his court. He even accuses him 
of being a child with no beard like a real man. His 
brother Ishme-Dagan, on the other hand, emulated 
his father and carried out his duties as an active and 
effective ruler. He was a brave warrior whose armies 
conquered enemy cities and defended the kingdom 
from marauders. In another letter, Shamshi-Adad 
complained that while Yasmah-Adad lay about with 
the women in his palace, his brother was out making 
conquests, and inflicting defeats on their enemies. 
After the death of their father, Ishme-Dagan wrote 
to his brother assuring him that as long as he was 
alive they would both keep their respective thrones. 


Such was not to be the case, however, and they were 
both overthrown a few years after the death of their 
father. 

Before Shamshi-Adad rose to power in Assyria, 
Mari had been a strong kingdom ruled by a king 
named Yahdun-Lim whom Shamshi-Adad had driv¬ 
en out of the city of Mari. Yahdun-Lim had a son 
named Zimri-Lim, who lived in exile in the west¬ 
ern kingdom of Yamhad, around modern Aleppo. 
When Shamshi-Adad died, Zimri-Lim fought his 
way back to Mari and deposed Yasmah-Adad, the 
son of Shamshi-Adad, and once again established 
his family’s control over the city. During much of 
his reign, Zimri-Lim’s chief ally had been Hammu¬ 
rabi, king of the small kingdom of Babylon, further 
south down the Euphrates River. Over the years 
the two kings cooperated with each other through 
the exchange of envoys and ambassadors. They also 
shared important political and military information, 
and on occasion sent soldiers to help one another 
against mutual enemies. However, despite their long 
association, in the thirty-second year of his reign, 
1760 bc, 15 Hammurabi attacked and subdued Mari. 
Zimri-Lim was defeated and disappears from the his¬ 
torical documentation. Zimri-Lim’s palace at Mari 
was looted and burned, the tombs of earlier rulers 
beneath the throne room were pillaged, and then 
the palace was demolished. Finally, the walls of the 
great city were torn down, rendering it defenceless. 
With the Babylonian defeat the glory days of Mari 
were over. For some time it remained under Babylo¬ 
nian control and never fully recovered its greatness. 
During the Assyrian period it was little more than a 
small town, and by the end of the first millennium bc 
it was a mere village overlooking the wide expanse of 
the Euphrates River. In consolidating his hold over 
Mesopotamia, Hammurabi put an end to one of the 
great cities of the ancient Near East, and as a result 
of his conquests, for the first time since the reign of 
Sargon of Akkad, Mesopotamia was once again under 
the control of a single ruling family. 
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Social classes during the time of Hammurabi 

Class structure in Mesopotamia during the second 
millennium bc was based primarily on economic 
differences between people. Society was divided 
between those who owned the land, herds of animals, 
or property, and those who owned little or noth¬ 
ing at all. 16 The Laws of Hammurabi distinguished 
three basic social classes: the awilnm , the mushke- 
num , and the wardum. The word awilum simply 
means “man”, 17 and over the years it has been given 
a number of different translations such as “freeman”, 
“Lull citizen”, or “gentleman”. 18 In this chapter, the 
term “free citizen” will be used to refer to the awilum-. 
propertied citizens with full legal rights who formed 
the upper levels of Babylonian society. 

In the Old Babylonian period the term mush¬ 
kenum denoted a member of a group whose rights 
were limited in comparison to those of the awilum} 9 
The mushkenum were required to give some kind of 
military or civilian service to the state in return for 
certain legal and economic rights. In this chapter the 
term “commoner” will be used to refer to the mush- 
kenum : those who possessed little wealth or property 
and had fewer legal rights than the awilum. 10 Both 
the awilum and the mushkenum could speak in the 
assembly, or puhrum , which was made up of freemen 
from the community who made important decisions 
and judged legal cases. 

The lowest class of people in Old Babylonian 
society were the wardum or slaves. Slaves were taken 
partly from prisoners of war and their descendants 
and partly from awilum and mushkenum , who were 
forced to sell themselves or members of their families 
in order to pay their debts. Slaves who were taken as 
captives or prisoners of war usually remained slaves 
for their entire lives. Debt slaves could only be held 
for three years, after which time they regained their 
former free status. Once handed over to their creditors 
the slaves were shaved and branded with a distinctive 
mark. Slaves were considered the property of their 


masters and could thus be disposed of as their owners 
saw fit. Both palaces and temples owned slaves, but 
very few private citizens could afford such luxuries. 21 
Slaves performed domestic duties on private estates 
or, if they belonged to the palace or one of the tem¬ 
ples, they were used to construct roads, dig canals or 
erect fortification walls. They also worked as agricul¬ 
tural labourers tilling the lands. 

The average price of a slave at the time of Ham¬ 
murabi was about 20 measures or shekels of silver 
although it could go higher. By way of comparison, 
the average wage paid to a labourer was only 10 shek¬ 
els of silver a year. It was cheaper to hire workers than 
to own slaves outright, particularly for agricultural 
work. A slave owner had to feed, clothe, and house 
his slaves, and pay for the medical expenses if the 
slave became ill. In contrast, if one hired a worker 
for 10 shekels of silver a year, the worker paid for 
his own needs front his earnings, and if he fell ill 
another worker could quickly be found as a replace¬ 
ment. Instead of agricultural slaves, the system was 
based on tenant farmers who received seed, animals, 
land, and implements, which they paid for by giving 
a percentage of the harvest to the landowner when 
the crops were in. 

In Babylonia, as in most ancient societies, men 
held a privileged place in society compared to wom¬ 
en. The father of a family held the highest position 
and his decisions were seldom challenged. Because 
of his position of authority, the head of the fam¬ 
ily considered his wife (or wives, since there was 
no limit to how many women a man could marry) 
and children to be subject to his will. At the time 
of Hammurabi, women had few liberties and were 
essentially bearers of children. However, despite their 
lower status, women did have some rights and privi¬ 
leges. They could own property and manage their 
own businesses; something that was denied women 
in a number of other ancient societies. One special 
occupation reserved for women was that of tavern 
keeper or alewife ( sabitum) involved in the prepara¬ 


tion and sale of wines and beer. The tavern keeper or 
alewife also engaged in various business ventures, and 
was a small commodities broker who arranged the 
sale of cereal grains and manufactured goods while 
keeping a percentage of the transaction as her fee 
for having arranged the sale. This was a good busi¬ 
ness arrangement because a tavern was the logical 
place for merchants with boatloads of produce to 
meet prospective buyers when they first arrived in a 
major city like Babylon. The sabitum brought buyers 
and sellers together along with alcoholic beverages, 
food, and entertainment while business deals were 
discussed and transacted. 

Laws before the time of Hammurabi 

At one time it was thought that the Laws of 
Hammurabi were the oldest in history, but it is now 
known that there were several older collections of 
laws written a few centuries before his time such as the 
Laws of Ur-Nammu discussed in Chapter 4. 22 Before 
laws and legal decisions were written down, human 
beings did not exist in a state of lawless chaos. People 
had accepted patterns of proper behaviour (unwritten 
laws) for many thousands of years before the advent 
of writing. Because early societies were unable to 
write down their laws does not mean that there was 
no order or respect for human rights and property. 
No group of people can live together without some 
sort of an understanding concerning acceptable forms 
of behaviour. Despite the numerous wars and social 
upheavals throughout history, people have been, for 
the most part, law-abiding creatures. 

THE LAWS OF HAMMURABI 

In Mesopotamia the rendering of justice to citizens 
was always a royal task, although the king usually 
delegated the judgement of legal cases to a group of 
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professional judges. 23 In Lhe Old Babylonian period, 
when kings first took power, they usually issued 
something called a mesharum- act, which was the 
king’s proclamation of justice to the population. The 
mesharum-nct covered a number of things such as can¬ 
celling debts and obligations, freeing debt slaves, and 
fixing the prices of commodities to ensure economic 
stability. Hammurabi made such a mesharum -act in 
the second year of his reign when, as he states, “he 
established justice in the land”. During his reign some 
laws were altered to respond to changing customs and 
conditions, and the Icing had these new laws inscribed 
on an upright stone, or stele, and put on public dis¬ 
play. Thus, the Laws of Hammurabi are not a true 
“Code”, 24 or codification of laws, but a collection of 
important royal decisions and verdicts 25 made by the 
king. These were then added to the already existing 
unwritten, or “common laws” of Old Babylonian 
society. The Stele of Hammurabi does not record 
these common laws. Nevertheless, the royal verdicts 
that are recorded on his stele give an interesting and 
revealing look at some aspects of the Babylonian legal 
system and what kinds of behaviour were considered 
to be just or unjust. 

The Stele of Hammurabi 

The Laws of Hammurabi are inscribed on a stele 
2.25 m high made of polished black basalt; 282 legal 
decisions or laws are inscribed in vertical columns. 
The top portion of the stele contains a low-relief 
sculpture showing Hammurabi with one hand raised 
in an attitude of prayer typical of this period, standing 
before Shamash, the god of justice, who is seated on a 
throne. The throne is portrayed in the shape of a tem¬ 
ple, and is situated on top of a range of mountains. 
Since Shamash was also the sun god, flames and rays 
of sunlight are shown issuing from his shoulders. In 
his right hand he holds a circle, or large ring, and a 
rod. 26 After its completion, in the twenty-first year of 



The upper portion of the Stele of Hammurabi. Basalt, total 
height 2.25 m. (Louvre Museum, Paris) 


Hammurabi’s reign, the stele was set up in a public 
place, perhaps in front of the temple of the sun god 
Shamash, and could be consulted by any person who 
could read (most could not). The epilogue of the 
Hammurabi mesharum -act invites any wronged per¬ 
son involved in a lawsuit to go before the statue of the 
King of Justice (the Stele of Hammurabi) 27 and have 
the words of the king read out so that the accused 
would know their legal rights and obligations and be 
at ease. In the epilogue Hammurabi tells the reader 
that his purpose in setting up his stele was to prevent 
the strong from oppressing the weak and to give jus¬ 
tice to widows and orphans. In the 12th century bc 
the Elamite king, Shutruk-Nahhunte, conquered the 
city of Babylon and part of the booty that he took 
back to his capital at Susa was the King of Justice stele 
containing the Laws of Hammurabi. Three thousand 
years later, in ad 1901, French archaeologists redis¬ 
covered the stele and took it to the Louvre Museum 
in Paris. 

Lex talionis 

One legal concept found in the Laws of Hammurabi 
is the wronged person’s “right of retaliation”. In the 
Old Testament this concept is rendered as “an eye 
for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”. This right of retalia¬ 
tion, lex talionis , probably reflects traditional Amor- 
ite customs since this form of punishment was largely 
unknown in earlier Sumerian legal texts. Among the 
Amorites, the father was considered the absolute head 
of the family and his word was law. The same held true 
for the larger Amorite tribes; one man, or sheikh, ruled 
the tribe by decree, and his decisions were supported 
by a group of elders. Even a casual reading of the laws 
reveals that the punishments dealt to the guilty were 
often extremely harsh. But the reason the laws were so 
strict and punishments so severe was to avoid blood 
feuds among families. If a member of one family killed 
a member of another family, and the punishment for 
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such a crime was not severe enough to appease the 
injured family, acts of revenge between the two could 
escalate and result in armed conflicts, causing injury 
to innocent people and disrupting the community. 
To avoid this, Amorite custom demanded quick and 
severe punishment of the guilty corresponding to the 
nature of the crime committed. This custom was still 
respected long after the Amorites had taken control 
of southern Mesopotamia and is reflected in the Laws 
of Hammurabi. Thus we read in Laws 196 and 197 
that if a free citizen has put out the eye of an another 
free citizen, “they shall put out his [the offender’s] 
eye”, and “if he breaks the bone of a free citizen, they 
shall break his bone”. The same type of retaliation 
is seen again in Law 200, which states that if a free 
citizen knocks out the tooth of another free citizen 
equal to himself (of the same social class) then, “they 
shall knock out his [the offender’s] tooth”. In the 
interest of social peace and harmony, leaders believed 
that it was necessary to formulate laws that saw a life 
paid for with a life, and bodily injury paid for with 
bodily injury. 

Accusations of murder and witchcraft 

The Laws of Hammurabi begin by addressing 
the problem of citizens making false accusations 
against each other. By punishing false accusations, 
Hammurabi attempted to ensure truthfulness when 
legitimate accusations were made. In Law 1, if one 
free citizen accused another free citizen of murder, 
but was unable to prove his case or substantiate 
his accusations, “the one who made the accusation 
would be executed”. 

In Old Babylonian society, belief in witchcraft, 
demons, and supernatural powers was commonplace, 
and as a result the problem of false accusations went 
beyond the confines of the natural world. Because 
just about everyone believed in magic and super¬ 
natural forces, accusations of sorcery were frequent, 


so Law 2 attempted to curtail widespread accusa¬ 
tions of witchcraft among the citizenry. In this law 
innocent citizens were protected against false charges 
of sorcery, but they still had to go through a dan¬ 
gerous and possibly fatal “ordeal by the river god” 
to prove their innocence. Law 2 states that if a free 
citizen charges another with sorcery, but is unable to 
prove his case, the person charged with sorcery has 
to plunge into the “holy river”: the Euphrates River. 
If the accused drowned, he was considered guilty and 
his accuser would take possession of his property; 
“but, if the river has shown that the free citizen was 
innocent and he has come out of the river safe, the 
one who brought forth the charge of sorcery against 
him will be put to death, while the one was thrown 
into the river shall take possession of the estate of his 
accuser”. 

Enforcing the law 

It is not known where the actual law cases were tried, 
but since the sun god Shamash was the god of justice 
it is probable that some trials took place in front of 
his temple. 28 Other cases may have been heard in the 
courtyard near the main city gate, the traditional place 
where people gathered and where dungs ofimportance 
to all citizens transpired. In the Old Babylonian period 
there was no equivalent to a modern police force or 
public prosecutor. If citizens could not settle things 
satisfactorily among themselves then they would bring 
their case before the judges in the assembly. In cases 
of corporal punishment the family of the aggrieved 
was allowed to inflict the punishment on the guilty 
person. In other cases an officer of the king carried out 
the penalty. The methods of punishment for capital 
offences included drowning, burning, and probably 
decapitation. 

The penalty for theft was usually death and anyone 
who knowingly accepted stolen goods received the 
same punishment. The section of the laws concerned 


with theft (hubtum) indicates that in some instances 
the citizens themselves dispensed justice at the scene 
of the crime without consulting the judges or the 
assembly. Law 25 makes it clear that if a fire breaks 
out in a free citizen’s house and another free citizen 
helping to extinguish the fire begins stealing goods 
from the owner’s house, “that man shall be thrown 
into that fire”. 

An interesting aspect of the Laws of Hammurabi 
concerned the compensation of victims. If the king 
and the god of justice could not protect a citizen’s 
home or business from theft then the citizen would 
be compensated for his losses by the mayor of the 
city. Law 23 states that if a citizen is robbed and the 
thief is not caught the citizen can formally declare his 
losses “before a god (in the temple of Shamash), and 
the city and the mayor in whose territory or district 
the robbery was committed shall replace whatever the 
free citizen lost”. 

Agriculture 

Agriculture was of primary importance to the Babylon¬ 
ian economy since it provided food for the people and 
any surpluses were exported in exchange for much- 
needed raw materials. Because of its importance the 
state played a major role in ensuring that the land 
was utilized intelligently and that irrigation ditches 
and canals were properly maintained to maximize 
animal and crop production. In much of the Tigris- 
Euphrates river valley, land that was not cultivated 
quickly returned to its natural state, making it use¬ 
less for agricultural production. Farmers had to exer¬ 
cise constant care to keep the land front reverting to 
desert or marshy wasteland. If a man rented a field 
for cultivation but had not raised grain on it, he was 
required to pay to the owner of the land the amount 
of grain the field would have produced under normal 
conditions. Law 43 states that if a free citizen lets 
a cultivated field go to waste, “he shall give grain 
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corresponding to [the crops raised by] his neighbours 
to the owner of the field”. He also had to plough the 
field and return it to its owner ready for planting. 

There were also provisions to protect the farmer 
if bad weather made it impossible to bring in a good 
crop. If, after the harvest had been gathered and the 
rent had been paid, damage was done by the god 
Adad (the weather god), or if a flood had carried 
away the topsoil of the field, any damage had to be 
cleaned up and repaired by the tenant farmer. But if 
the flooding came before the harvest, and as a result 
the crop yield was very poor, then the owner and 
the tenant divided whatever was left according to a 
percentage previously agreed upon. If the loss was so 
great that the tenant had not even covered his costs, 
the owner of the land had to let the tenant use the 
land the following year free of charge so he could 
recover his losses. In Law 48, if the tenant had bor¬ 
rowed silver to buy seed but because of the disaster 
was unable to pay it back, then in that year he did 
not have to pay interest on what he had borrowed. 
The tenant was released from the written agreement 
with the landowner by soaking in water the clay tablet 
on which the contract was written, causing it to dis¬ 
solve into nothing. This act effectively annulled the 
contract until the tenant was in a better situation to 
repay his debt. 

The maintenance of irrigation canals was of utmost 
importance for Babylonian farmers. Law 55 states 
that if a farmer does not maintain canals, ditches, 
or dykes passing through his land on the way to the 
fields of other farmers, he is liable for any damages 
caused to neighbouring fields. He would be obliged 
to “pay grain corresponding to the amount of the 
crop of his neighbour”. 29 


Trade and commerce 

Certain members of Babylonian society engaged 
in business and private enterprise, and a number of 
laws concerned trade and commerce and the people 
engaged in entrepreneurial activities. Merchants 
( tamkarum ) or their agents ( shamallmn) travelled 
around Mesopotamia selling grain, wool, oil, and 
other goods, trying to get the best prices for their 
merchandise. Like modern business people, they 
had to avoid the risks and pitfalls of anyone engaged 
in business, maintain a sufficient profit margin, 
reduce transportation costs, and ensure product 
availability. Along with the challenges of commercial 
enterprise, there was the constant threat of robbers 
on the open road while the merchant or his agent 
travelled from one town to the next. Law 103 states 
that if an agent of a merchant has been robbed, “the 
agent shall swear his innocence before a god and 
then he shall go free”. While on the road the agent 
was required to keep good records of his expenses 
and to deduct them from the capital he had been 
provided with by the merchant. Without records 
and receipts, business deals were considered invalid, 
and Law 105 states that if the agent has been care¬ 
less and has not obtained a sealed receipt for the 
money that he paid to the merchant, the money 
(silver or grain) cannot be credited to his account. 
If the agent returned home safely to the city of his 
merchant partner and they had been successful and 
had made a profit, the agent had to give the mer¬ 
chant who financed the enterprise double the mon¬ 
ey lent to him. The agent was permitted to keep the 
remainder for himself. 

Taverns and brothels 

Taverns and brothels were often frequented by 
robbers, cut-throats, and other unsavoury charac¬ 
ters, and tavern keepers were required by law to 


report such undesirable persons to palace authori¬ 
ties. So, according to Law 109, if robbers were 
gathered together in a tavern of a woman beer 
seller ( sabitum) and she did not inform the palace 
authorities so the criminals could be apprehended, 
“that woman beer seller will be put to death”. Some 
women tavern keepers apparently cheated their 
customers and did not always give them the quality 
alcoholic drinks they paid for. In Law 108, if a sabi¬ 
tum was caught “watering down” the beer or wine 
and charging an unfair price for it, her customers 
could “convict that beer seller and throw her into 
the river”. It is not clear who would convict the sa¬ 
bitum , but it might have been done on the spot by 
the beer drinkers she had cheated. The law does not 
make it clear what would happen to the woman if 
she survived being thrown in the river, but it is pos¬ 
sible that if she managed to swim back to shore she 
was allowed to live. 

Family laws 

The longest section of the Laws of Hammurabi 
contains 68 clauses concerned with family matters 
such as marriage, divorce, the status of wives and 
children, marriage contracts, and the inheritance of 
property. 30 Underlining the importance of written 
documents and contracts, no marriage was valid with¬ 
out a written contract and, as stated in Law 128, any 
male citizen who married a woman, but “has not 
drawn up a contract for her, that woman is not a 
wife”. If a man could not repay his debts the lender 
could seize one of the man’s dependants, such as his 
wife or one of his children, to work off the amount 
owed. Law 117 makes it clear that debtors were often 
forced to give their wives or daughters as payment of 
their debts. In such cases the wife or daughter had to 
work in the house of the lender for three years, and 
“at the end of the third year their freedom shall be 
re-established”. 
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The purpose of marriage, at least so the men 
claimed, was to produce male offspring. A famous 
section in the twelfth tablet of the Gilgamesh Epic 
(see Ch. 8) 31 illustrates the prevailing attitude of male 
domination by explaining that the fewer sons a man 
had, the more difficult would be his sojourn after 
death in the underworld. When the hero of the story 
asks his friend what the conditions are like in the un¬ 
derworld, he answers that the man with only one son 
“lies under the wall weeping bitterly”, while men with 
more sons have increased status and more wealth. A 
man with two sons “lives in a brick house and eats 
bread”. One with three sons “drinks fresh water” and 
the one with four sons “his heart rejoices!” The man 
with seven sons is “like a man close to the gods”. 
Male domination and a preoccupation with male off¬ 
spring are omnipresent in the section of the Laws 
of Hammurabi concerning marriage and the family. 
However, despite the wife’s lower status, when the 
marriage contract was drawn up she could have a 
clause added to it that protected her from ever being 
sold for debt service. 

Law 129 makes it clear that adultery between a 
married woman and another man is punishable by 
death, and those caught in such circumstances were 
tied together and thrown into the river. The reason 
why the man is punished in this case is not for adul¬ 
tery, since adultery was not considered a criminal 
offence, but because he had trespassed on another 
man’s property by having sex with his wife. Thus 
he was treated as a common thief. The penalty for 
theft, remember, was execution. In this instance both 
adulterers were drowned. However, if the husband 
wished he could allow his wife to live: “If the lord (or 
master) of the wife lets her live, then the long shall let 
his servant live.” This seems to mean that just as the 
king has the power of life and death over his subjects, 
the husband has the same powers over the adulterers 
and can permit them to live. 

Marriage in Babylonia was a civil affair, and no 
religious ceremonies or sanctions were attached to 


it. Before a marriage, the future husband would 
approach the father of the girl with an offer of a 
bridal gift: either a sum of money or its equivalent in 
goods. This bridal gift ( tirhatum) has been interpret¬ 
ed as a “bride price” by some scholars, while others 
see it only as a form of financial compensation to 
the bride’s family, since in losing her they would be 
losing the labour and services of one person. 32 If the 
offer was accepted, a contract ( riksum) was drawn up 
and a marriage feast was held with food provided by 
the bridegroom. When the marriage arrangements 
were completed the bride brought with her a dowry 
(. sheriqtum) consisting of grain, silver, and house¬ 
hold goods. If the woman was wealthy, her bridal 
contract could include one or more female slaves 
as her personal maids. These slaves served as more 
than just personal servants for their mistress; if the 
wife was barren the maids could be used to produce 
offspring by the husband. This would prevent him 
front taking another wife, while serving to protect 
the woman’s status and the dowry she had brought 
to the marriage. Since the principal purpose of mar¬ 
riage was to produce children (especially male chil¬ 
dren) a woman who was divorced ( ezebuvn ) because 
she was barren was an embarrassment to her family 
and had little chance of ever finding another hus¬ 
band. The main cause of barrenness in women in 
Mesopotamia was malarial fever. In the marshy areas 
of the many rivers and canals in Babylonia this was 
a fairly common occurrence, and it is for this reason 
that a law concerning barrenness was included in 
the Laws of Hammurabi. Therefore, Law 138 states 
that if a free citizen wishes to divorce his chosen wife 
because she has not borne him sons, “he shall give 
her silver equivalent to the value of her bridal gift 
and shall make good to her the dowry which she 
has brought from her father’s house and so divorce 
her”. Barrenness was not the only reason a man 
could use to divorce his wife. Law 141 indicates that 
if a wife behaves in a manner considered unaccept¬ 
able to the husband such as persistently “behaving 


foolishly wasting her wealth and belittling her hus¬ 
band”, her husband can divorce her, and “nothing 
shall be given to her as a divorce settlement”. The 
law continues, stating that if the husband did not 
wish to divorce her, he could keep her in his house 
as a slave while he was free to marry another woman. 
This kind of law would have served to keep women 
at home where they could perform their household 
duties and avoid any conflict or risk any accusations 
of improper behaviour from neighbours. No equiva¬ 
lent law existed concerning men. The Babylonians 
were polygamous and men could have concubines, 
or slave girls, as sexual partners without social stigma 
or legal reprisals from their wives. If a wife found 
her husband an unfit partner (Law 142) she had no 
legal recourse except to refuse to have sexual rela¬ 
tions with him saying “you may not have me”, and 
thus divorce him. But in order to do this she had to 
go before the all-male assembly or city council, and 
only if they found that she had been a good woman, 
had otherwise obeyed her husband, and was without 
blame, could she take her dowry and return to her 
father’s house. She received no financial compensa¬ 
tion for being wronged, as men did, and there is no 
mention of returning her bridal gift, but only her 
dowry, which was hers to begin with. A divorce was 
very easy for a man to obtain in ancient Mesopo¬ 
tamia. An earlier Sumerian law tells us that a man 
could divorce his wife at any time by pronouncing 
the formula “You are not my wife”, and paying her 
l /i rnina (about 250 grams) of silver. Similar laws 
were still in effect at the time of Hammurabi. 

A number of laws deal with the rights of children 
in relation to their parents, and again the favoured 
place of male heads of families is emphasized. For 
example, if a man was caught having sexual inter¬ 
course with his daughter he was banished from the 
city (Law 154). But, if a son was caught with his 
mother they were both burned (Law 157). Normally, 
family property was divided equally among its male 
and female members. The father could choose one 
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son as his favouriLe and give him a larger share of 
Lhe inheritance, leaving the remaining wealth to be 
divided equally among the other children. The wife 
also had a share of the family wealth for her mainte¬ 
nance in the event that her husband should die before 
her. The amount was determined when she married 
into the family. Daughters’ share of the inheritance 
was given to them in the form of dowries but this 
wealth left the family when they married. This loss 
was offset by sons, who received dowries and brought 
wealth into their family when they married. The more 
sons a family had, the more wealth in the form of 
dowries came into the family. Respect for one’s elders 
was an absolute necessity in Babylonian society, as 
is shown in Law 195, which states that “If a son 
strikes his father, they shall cut off his [the son’s] 
forehand.” 


Class distinctions and the Laws of 
Hammurabi 

The next section of the Laws of Hammurabi illus¬ 
trates how society in the Old Babylonian period was 
divided into different classes. Each class was subject 
to essentially the same laws, but the penalties dif¬ 
fered depending on whether one was a free citizen, 
a commoner, or a slave. Because the free citizen was 
of a higher class, some laws did not apply to him, 
but those that did cost him more when it came time 
to pay fines. As indicated above, if a free citizen put 
out the eye of another free citizen or broke one of 
his bones he would receive the same bodily injury 
as punishment. However, if the person were of a 
lower class the punishment was reduced and the free 
citizen was allowed to give some kind of monetary 
compensation to an injured person of a lower class. 
Thus, in Laws 198 and 199, “If he (a free citizen), 
has put out the eye of a commoner or has broken 
the bone of a commoner, he shall pay 1 mina (about 
500 grams) of silver.” But if a free citizen put out 


the eye of a free citizen’s slave or broke one of his 
bones, he was only required to pay half the price or 
value of the slave. 

Several of the laws indicate that some free citizens 
were more important than others and held higher 
ranks. 33 Law 200 stipulates that “If a free citizen 
struck the face of another free citizen who is more 
important than he, he shall be whipped with an ox¬ 
tail sixty times in front of the assembly.” If a com¬ 
moner struck another commoner (Law 204) he was 
not beaten but had to pay a fine of 10 shekels (about 
90 grams) of silver. If a slave ever dared to strike a free 
citizen in the face his ear would be cut off. 

If a free citizen struck the daughter of another free 
citizen and caused her to have a miscarriage (literally, 
“lose the fruit of her womb”) the fine was 10 shekels 
of silver. If the daughter died as a result of the blow, 
then they had the right to kill the guilty man’s daugh¬ 
ter. However, according to Law 211, if a free citizen 
struck a commoner the punishment was less severe 
and he was only obliged to pay 5 shekels (45 grams) 
of silver. But in Law 212: “If that woman dies he shall 
pay Vi mina [250 grams] of silver”. 

The fine was less if it involved a slave girl. If a free 
citizen struck a slave girl belonging to another free 
citizen, (Law 213) and caused her to “lose the fruit 
of her womb”, he had to pay 2 shekels (about 20 
grams) of silver. But in Law 214, if the slave girl died, 
the free citizen had to pay the owner “V 3 mina [about 
165 grams] of silver.” 

It should be stressed that the written laws were 
often more severe than those actually practised in 
everyday affairs. Not every man jumped at the chance 
to make a slave out of his wife or disinherit his sons. If 
a boy struck his father in a moment of youthful rage 
this did not mean that he immediately lost his hand. 
Even though the punishments described in the Laws 
of Hammurabi were severe by modern standards, 
most husbands and wives cared for each other and 
their children, both sons and daughters, and wanted 
them to have happy and prosperous lives. 


Wage and price controls 

The final section of the Laws of Hammurabi deals 
with wage and price controls, which regulated prices 
for goods and services, and provided fines and pun¬ 
ishments for those who practised their crafts care¬ 
lessly. Farm labourers and ox herders were paid 
750-1000 litres of grain a year for their services. 
Numerous laws regulated the prices charged for hir¬ 
ing all kinds of draught animals, as well as for hiring 
wagons, barges, boats, and galleys for river transport 
and the men required to operate them. There were 
even laws to regulate the prices that surgeons could 
charge their patients for certain operations. These 
laws indicate that even though the lower classes had 
fewer civil rights they also paid less for many services. 
Thus, Laws 215 to 217 stipulated that if a surgeon 
made a deep incision 34 in the body of a free citizen 
with a bronze knife and saved the man’s life or if he 
opened a fleshy lump in the eye of a free citizen and 
saved his eye, the surgeon would be paid 10 shekels 
(about 90 grams) of silver. However, if the patient was 
a commoner, he paid only 5 shekels (about 45 grams) 
of silver. If the patient was the slave of a free citi¬ 
zen then the owner of the slave paid only 2 shek¬ 
els (about 18 grams) of silver to the surgeon. If the 
surgery failed (Law 219) and the patient died, then 
“they shall cut off his [the surgeon’s] hand”. This 
probably did not happen very often since Babylonian 
doctors probably knew very little about surgery and 
rarely attempted complex surgical interventions. Also 
there would have been a great shortage of surgeons 
in Babylonia if every time someone died while they 
were being treated the surgeon’s hand was cut off (or 
there would have been a large number of one-handed 
surgeons). Furthermore, very few young men would 
have entered into surgical training if they knew that 
they ran a high risk of losing their hands every time 
their treatment failed. 

The laws concerning architects and shipbuilders 
operated on the same principle but appear to have 
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been applied more often. Laws 228 to 232 state 
that if a builder builds a house for a free citizen, but 
because of shoddy workmanship the house collapses 
and causes the death of the householder, “that build¬ 
er shall be put to death”. If the collapse caused the 
death of the free citizen’s son then “they shall execute 
the builder’s son”. However, if it caused the death 
of a slave then the builder had only to replace the 
slave with one of equal value. The same principle also 
applied to shipbuilders who built leaky ships. 

Although the Laws of Hammurabi are not as old, 
and are less original, than once thought, they still 
give a unique insight into Babylonian concepts of 
justice and illuminate many of the diverse aspects of 
an ancient society getting to grips with the antiso¬ 
cial behaviour of its citizens. Towards the end of his 
reign, Hammurabi could look back over the years at 
his numerous achievements and claim that he had 
rooted out the enemies of Babylon, put an end to 
war, promoted the welfare of the land, and made the 
people rest in friendly habitations. 

THE END OF THE FIRST BABYLONIAN 
DYNASTY 

The Hittites:the people of Khatti-land 

While the Amorites were establishing the First 
Babylonian Dynasty (1900-1600 bc), and gaining 
control of central Mesopotamia, hundreds of kilo¬ 
metres to the northwest, in Anatolia, a new group 
of people, the Hittites, were creating a power¬ 
ful kingdom that would be drawn into the sphere 
of both Egyptian and Mesopotamian politics and 
economics. 

By the middle of the second millennium bc, the 
Hittites had become one of the strongest and most 
influential kingdoms in the ancient Near East, sec¬ 
ond only to Egypt. Starting around 2000 bc, Meso¬ 
potamia and Egypt can only be understood against 


the background of international politics, and the 
ever growing power of the kingdoms in the regions 
surrounding the Tigris-Euphrates and Nile river val¬ 
leys. From this point onwards, the horizon of Near 
Eastern politics and culture expanded at an increasing 
rate to eventually include southern Europe, Anatolia 
(Asia Minor or Turkey), North Africa, the Arabian 
peninsula, and regions as far away as the Indus river 
valley. 

The Hittites were Indo-Europeans, ethnically and 
linguistically distinct from the Sumerians, Akkadians, 
and Amorites. Hittite is the oldest member of the 
family of written Indo-European languages, which 
includes ancient Greek and Latin. The living mem¬ 
bers of the family include English, French, German, 
and the Slavic languages of eastern Europe, as well 
as ancient Sanskrit from India. 35 The origins of these 
languages are unknown, but early Indo-European 
speakers may have come from somewhere north of 
the Black Sea. During the third millennium bc they 
settled mainly in southern Europe and Anatolia and 
later moved into many parts of northern Europe. 

From the Neolithic period (7000-4000 bc), 
Anatolia was divided into small, fortified political units 
that controlled the surrounding areas. By the end of 
the fourth millennium bc, the period of “Urulc expan¬ 
sion” (see Chs 2 and 3), there was an increasing pros¬ 
perity brought about by the growing need for natural 
resources in Mesopotamia, particularly metals, such as 
tin, silver, and gold, which were lacking in the south. 
The main stimulus to the central Anatolian economy 
was the presence of Assyrian merchants from the city 
of Ashur in northern Mesopotamia. 36 Starting early in 
the second millennium bc, city-states, such as Kultepe 
Kanesh, began to appear in Anatolia. Assyrian activity 
in the region is carefully documented in the thousands 
of economic texts recovered by archaeologists. Written 
in Assyrian, a dialect of Akkadian, these texts reveal 
a large Assyrian trading colony operating in south¬ 
eastern Anatolia between 2000 and 1750 bc. This 
created a complex trading network between Anatolia, 


Syria, and Mesopotamia that was bound up in the 
web of international politics. Early in the second mil¬ 
lennium bc the pattern of life in Anatolia was based 
on independent city-states engaged in international 
trade. Several centuries later this system was no longer 
workable. By 1750 bc a new power structure was in 
place that used a mixture of trade and conquest, which 
was similar to the short-lived “empires” of Naram-Sin 
and Sargon a few centuries earlier. 

The Hittite Old Kingdom (1650-1500 bc) 

The first king and founder of the Hittite kingdom was 
King Khattushili I, “man of the city of Khattusha”. 
He established his capital at Khattusha (Boghazkoy) 
in central Anatolia, and subdued many of the cities 
that lay between his capital and his trading partners 
to the south and east. His grandson, Murshili I, con¬ 
tinued this expansion to include the important city of 
Halab (Aleppo) in Syria. The most daring exploit of 
this early period of Hittite history took place in 1595 
bc, when Hittite forces sped south under the leader¬ 
ship of Murshili I and sacked and burned Babylon, 
the city made famous two centuries earlier by Ham¬ 
murabi. Even though the Hittites were too weak to 
hold on to the city, the last king of the First Baby¬ 
lonian Dynasty, Samsu-ditana (1625-1595 bc) fled 
before the troops of Murshili I and never returned 
to power. Litrie is known about the raid, and Baby¬ 
lonian sources are lacking. Hittite texts tell us that 
the statues ofMarduk, the chief god of Babylon, and 
his consort, Sarpanitum, were taken from the city’s 
temple. As successful as the Hittite raid had been, 
they had over-extended themselves and were forced 
to withdraw closer to their homeland, Khatti. The 
Hittite attack on Babylon put an end to one of the 
longest ruling dynasties in the ancient Near East, and 
showed their rivals that they were a vigorous political 
power to be reckoned with. For the next century the 
Hittites faced many political problems, but managed 
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to hang on to their power until the last half of the 
15th century bc, when a new and vigorous leader 
emerged in the land of Kliatti and established a true 
Hittite Empire. 

The Hittite Empire (1430-1200 bc) 

Suppiluliuma I and his successors ushered in the long¬ 
est period of Hittite domination, nearly 150 years, 
and for a period of time the Hittites were the most 
powerful political force in the ancient Near East. 37 
King Suppiluliuma I came to the throne around 
1370 bc and ruled until 1330 bc. During his 40- 
year reign he enlarged Hittite territories and laid the 
foundations for a period of Hittite greatness. During 
his early years, Suppiluliuma I consolidated his power 
base through the skilful use of diplomacy and mili¬ 
tary might to maximize his gains. Given the extent 
of Hittite power and influence it was inevitable that 
the Hittites would clash with the great African king¬ 
dom of Egypt. During this period the political for¬ 
tunes of the Hittites and the Egyptians, under the 
rule of Alchenaten, become entwined (see Ch. 14). 
Part of Suppiluliuma Fs diplomatic strategy was to 
arrange political marriages for his sister and two of 
his daughters to cement political alliances. He mar¬ 
ried a Babylonian princess, and attempted to marry 
his son, Prince Zannanza, to the widow of the Egyp¬ 
tian king, Tutankhamun. However, what could have 
been a stroke of diplomatic genius turned to tragedy 
(see Ch. 16), and ruined Egypto-Hittite relations 
for decades. 

At the same time difficulties were compounded 
when the Hittite king died of the plague brought 
back by his soldiers front their wars in Syria. 38 The 
clash between Egypt and the Hittites continued and, 
a century later, after suffering heavy losses at the bat¬ 
tle of Qadesh (see Ch. 16), Pharaoh Ramesses II and 
King Khattushili III signed a peace treaty favourable 
to the Hittites in which Egypt gave up many of its 



Hittite fortifications and stone revetments at Khattusha (modern 
Boghazkoy), Late Bronze Age (about 1350 bc). 



The Lion Gate at Khattusha (see also colour photograph). 


holdings in northern Syria. Hittite power came to an 
end early in the 12th century bc when the land of 
Khatti, like so many others in the ancient Near East, 
succumbed to invaders known as the Sea Peoples 
(see Ch. 15). 39 

The Kassites (1600-1154 bc) 

After the Hittite raid there was a political vacuum in 
southern Mesopotamia. The Hittites were too weak 



Segmented city wall at Khattusha, Late Bronze Age (about 
1350 bc). 



King's Gate at Khattusha, 
time ofTudhaliya III or 
Suppiluliuma I (about 
1350 bc). High-relief 
sculpture of a god dressed 
as a warrior with helmet, 
dagger, and battle-axe. 


to hold the city, the members of the First Dynasty 
of Babylon had fled or were killed, and the door was 
open to any group strong enough to take posses¬ 
sion of the city and its environs. A group of people 
known as the Kassites 40 {jyalzu in Kassite, kashuslm 
in Akkadian) happened to be in a position to move 
in to fill the void. The Kassites probably came from 
the central Zagros mountains of Iran and over 
the centuries immigrated, or fought their way, into 
the Babylonian heartland. After the dissolution of 
the First Dynasty of Babylon the Kassites took over 
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southern Mesopotamia for more than four centu¬ 
ries, 41 and were one of the longest ruling groups in 
the history of the Near East. During his reign, King 
Agum II Kakrime seems to have recovered the statues 
of Marduk and Sarpanitum, which had been stolen 
by the Hittites, and returned them to Babylon. From 
that time the Kassites chose Marduk as one of their 
gods, made Babylon their religious and ceremonial 
capital, and adopted or emulated Babylonian tradi¬ 
tions. Over the years they built or restored a number 
of temples dedicated to Mesopotamian gods in the 
southern Mesopotamian cities of Ur, Eridu, and 
Uruk. The economy was maintained through inter¬ 
national trade, by building temples and palaces, dig¬ 
ging drainage canals, expanding cities, and providing 
infrastructure through public works projects. 

The Kassite administrative capital, Dur-Kurigalzu, 
was situated 90km north of modern Baghdad and 
named after the then reigning king, Kurigalzu II 
(1332-1308 bc). The city contains a number of 
impressive structures, which bear witness to the great¬ 
ness of the Kassite or Third Dynasty of Babylon. The 
immense palace of King Kurigalzu II measures 300 m 
on a side and covers 9 hectares. Nearby were temples 
dedicated to the gods of the Mesopotamian divine 
family: Enlil and Ninlil (Lord and Lady of the Air) 
and their son, Ninurta. Other structures include the 
still-visible remains of a ziggurat that still stands 57m 
high (see Ch. 4). Over their four centuries of rule 
the Kassites fought various wars and are known to 


have defeated the Assyrians, the Elamites, and other 
peoples in the region. The century-long period from 
the reign of Kurigalzu II to Kashtiliash IV (1332- 
1225 bc) marked the high point of Kassite domina¬ 
tion over southern Mesopotamia. During the reign 
of Burna-Buriash II (ruled c. 1359-1333 bc), Baby¬ 
lonia ranked as one of the great powers of the ancient 
Near East. He was referred to as “Great King” and 
accorded the same status and respect as the kings of 
Egypt and Khatti. 

More than 12000 cuneiform 42 texts dating from 
the Kassite period have been recovered, and although 
most of them are limited to the realm of econom¬ 
ics, they nevertheless give some interesting glimpses 
into Kassite culture. Some scholars have argued that 
there was a linguistic connection between Kassites 
and Indo-Europeans, but this is difficult to deter¬ 
mine since the written sources in the Kassite language 
are scarce and do not include complete sentences. 
One of the most informative sources is a text writ¬ 
ten in Akkadian, which contains a number of Kassite 
words concerning horse breeding, 43 and training and 
chariot technology. Although horses were domesti¬ 
cated in the Eurasian steppes and LTkraine region by 
the fourth millennium bc, and were mentioned in 
Sumerian cuneiform sources as anse.kur.ra (donkey 
of the mountains), the Kassites were the first people 
in Mesopotamia to breed horses successfully. 44 The 
arrival of the horse in Mesopotamia coincides with 
the introduction of the chariot in the Near East, and 


the principal use of the horse in the middle of the 
second millennium bc was for chariots and chariot 
warfare. 45 To be useful in battle, horses and chariot 
drivers required rigorous training for quick battle¬ 
field manoeuvres. Evidence for this land of training 
has been preserved in a document written by a man 
called “Kikkuli of Mitanni”. Written in Akkadian with 
many terms in Kassite, this unique text was a land of 
training manual, and contained advice on the cull¬ 
ing, diet, and exercise necessary for training chariot 
horses. This text seems to indicate that the Kassites 
were responsible for the introduction of horses and 
chariots in the ancient Near East. 

Although the Kassites were not great innova¬ 
tors, and created little that was new in the realm of 
architecture and culture, they nevertheless guarded 
and maintained Mesopotamian culture throughout 
the second half of the second millennium bc. It was 
during the Kassite period that Akkadian writing was 
standardized, and numerous myths, stories, and 
treatises were written down in their definitive forms, 
which were then passed down to later generations of 
scribes. Many later Babylonian scribes traced their 
ancestry back to their predecessors who lived during 
Kassite times. After the collapse of die Kassite Dynasty 
many of the Kassite people stayed in the region they 
had ruled and eventually became totally assimilated. 
Others are known to have setded further east in Iran, 
where they maintained their independence for many 
centuries until the Hellenistic period. 46 



6 The Assyrians 


The rise of Assyria 

Although the northern kingdom of Assyria 1 had 
previously been strong under the leadership of kings 
such as Shamshi-Adad, 2 during much of the second 
millennium bc Mesopotamia was controlled by powers 
to the south in Babylonia with its powerful Amorite 
and Kassite dynasties. By the tenth century bc the 
traditional powers of the Near East were in a state of 
disarray. Babylonia was weak and being infiltrated by 
Arameans, 3 a new group of Semitic-language speak¬ 
ers. Further west, Egypt was in decline and ruled by 
immigrants of Libyan descent 4 (see Ch. 16). This 
situation enabled Assyria, a small nation of farmers 
and herders on the upper Tigris River, to move on to 
the centre stage of Near Eastern history. 5 Assyriolo- 
gists refer to the period 1000-612 bc as the Late or 
Neo-Assyrian period, when for four centuries Ashur 
(the land of Ashur) was one of the most powerful 
and well-organized empires the ancient world had 
ever seen. 

Assyrian warfare 

The early part of the first millennium bc was a time 
of political and social turmoil. In order to survive 
the numerous battles and full-scale wars, punctu¬ 
ated with migrations of thousands of homeless peo¬ 
ple 6 in search of new lands, a nation had to fight 
or perish. It is against a backdrop of political and 


social instability that the ancient Assyrians became 
mighty fighters whose reputation as the most vio¬ 
lent and warlike people in the ancient Near East 
lived on long after they had ceased to exist as a 
nation. The Assyrians developed an economy based 
on war and military conquest that required acts of 
violence against conquered peoples. However, the 
legendary brutality of the Assyrians was, in most 
instances, no worse than any other nation of the 
time. The Assyrians were simply more efficient at 
war and conquest than everyone else. In addition, 
the Assyrians appear more brutal than their neigh¬ 
bours because they used both written and visual art 
forms extensively, and accurately, to dramatize their 
military might. 7 All civilizations are remembered for 
the things they leave behind them. Egyptians are 
remembered for pyramids and mummies, the Greeks 
for the writings of their great thinkers like Plato and 
Aristotle, the Romans for their accomplishments in 
building aqueducts, roads, and structures like the 
Coliseum. Likewise, the Assyrians are remembered 
through written accounts of battles and scenes of 
slaughter and conquest that have left a reputation of 
violence as their principal legacy. But the Assyrians 
were more than just fighters and it would be unfair 
to mention only their military exploits while ignor¬ 
ing their other achievements. 8 They were also great 
builders and administrators. They produced beauti¬ 
ful and finely crafted works of art and built some of 
the most impressive cities in the ancient world. Like 
other peoples in the ancient Near East, the Assyrians 
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went to war for economic, strategic, and religious 
reasons. Military campaigns took place in the spring 
and summer almost every year. After the harvest was 
safely stored, the king would gather up his army, 
made up mostly of farmers, and strike out against 
the neighbouring lands. 9 The main reason for mil¬ 
itary raids was economic. Often, war was nothing 
more than a form of organized national theft where 


one nation systematically robbed another. Once a 
year the Assyrians would organize a military raid or 
razzia, a kind of annual “hold-up” of their weaker 
neighbours, to obtain what they called nmndattn 
(tribute) or shallatu (loot or booty). 

Economic gain was not the only reason for war. 
It made good strategic sense to attack and destroy 
one’s enemies before they had a chance to destroy 


the home country, and this was often the reason 
for military action in the ancient world. Had the 
Assyrians not struck out against their rivals on a 
number of occasions, it is likely that they would have 
been overwhelmed. The third reason the Assyrians 
waged war was religious. Even though the Assyr¬ 
ians believed in many gods, they did have their own 
supreme god, Assur, god of the Assyrian nation. 


Assyrian chronology: early kings in the first 
millennium bc (all dates bc) 


Adad-Nirari II 

911-891 

Tikulti-Ninurta II 

890-884 

Assurnasirpal II 

883-859 

Shalmaneser III 

858-824 

Shamshi-Adad V 

823-811 

Adad-Nirari III 

810-783 

Shalmaneser IV 

782-773 

Ashur-Dan III 

772-755 

Ashur-Nirari V 

754-745 

Tiglath-pileser III 

744-727 

Shalmaneser V 

726-722 



Soldiers ofTiglath-pileser III carrying away the statues of gods of 
a captured town. 
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Assur was the chief deity of the city of Ashur, and 
originally a local god whose influence was limited 
to the city of the same name. The god Assur began 
as a deified rock in the middle of the city, but, as 
the political power of the Assyrians expanded so did 
his prestige and importance. The Assyrian king was 
Assur’s representative on earth and therefore, along 
with his many political tasks, functioned as the god’s 
high priest as well. 10 

The Assyrians did not wish to convert people to 
the religion of Assur, but they did believe that their 
enemies worshipped inferior gods, and that it was 
acceptable to force them to recognize the might 
of the great god Assur. 11 Sometimes Assyrian lead¬ 
ers were commanded by their gods to destroy their 
enemies. Warfare was the chief occupation of the As¬ 
syrian king and the Assyrian nation was organized 
to make war and live by its profits. 12 The Assyrians’ 
military expertise was formidable, and subsequent 
empires found Assyrian tactics and organization so 
efficient that they modelled their own armed forces 



The Assyrian god Assur shown holding a bow and encircled by 
a winged disc. 


on them. The total strength of the Assyrian army 
may have numbered as many as 100000 men 13 if all 
reserves were called up, although forces numbering 
10000-20000 were more common. 14 Sennacherib 
claims to have fielded an army of 208000, but this 
figure may include support personnel. 15 The com¬ 
mander in chief of the army was called the turtanu. 
The various fighting units were divided into groups 
or kisru (knots), of 200-1000 men. A smaller unit 
consisted of 50 fighting men under the direction of 
a captain or mb hansbe (chief of fifty). 16 Most troops 
were infantrymen and were backed by chariotry, 
cavalry, and engineers. Engineering units built and 
operated siege engines and battering rams, and were 
responsible for building bridges out of timbers or 
making rafts for crossing rivers, as well as cutting 
roads and removing obstacles so the army could keep 
moving even in difficult terrain. 

Battering rams were large, wheeled vehicles that 
were pulled up to the edge of the city walls by ani¬ 
mal power and then manoeuvred into position by 


soldiers. Inside these wagon-like machines was a 
long, metal-tipped log the size of a telegraph pole 
that could be crashed against the wall with great 
force until it weakened and collapsed. Siege towers 
were large wooden structures, perhaps as much as 
10m high, covered with some kind of armour; these 
provided archers with a vantage point for firing vol¬ 
leys of arrows as covering fire for soldiers attempting 
to scale city walls. Because of their great size, siege 
towers had to be floated into position and could only 
be used against cities situated near rivers. 17 Weapons 
common among foot soldiers were the spear, the 
bow and arrow, and slings for throwing stones, as 
well as swords and, occasionally, battle-axes. Assyr¬ 
ian bows were either of the simple type made out 
of a single branch of wood or the more sophisticat¬ 
ed composite bow that was fabricated of layers of 
wood and bone. The bow and arrow was effective 
to perhaps 150-250m. 18 Arrows were generally fit¬ 
ted with points made of iron and feathers from birds 
of prey such as eagles or vultures. Groups of archers 
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are shown accompanied by shield-bearers holding 
large wicker shields with curved tops that extended 
back over the head of each archer, protecting them 
from enemy fire. In some cases archers were also 
shown accompanied by a spearman for extra protec¬ 
tion. To protect themselves most soldiers wore some 
kind of armour or heavy clothing. In the lower ranks 
the poorer soldiers wore simple leather or cloth gar¬ 
ments while in the higher ranks clothing with scale 
armour, made up of small pieces of metal sewn on to 
the fabric, served as a protective barrier against blows 
and cuts received in battle. 19 

The Assyrians used various types of two-wheeled 
chariots as mobile weapons-firing platforms. These 
were made from light materials such as wood, wick¬ 
er, and leather, and were pulled by two horses. Char¬ 
iots usually had a driver and an archer, but later a 
shield-bearer was also added. Horses were essential 
for chariotry and cavalry as the principal means of 
fast, manoeuvrable battlefield transportation, and 
were highly prized as booty when taken in raids 
against enemy forces. Cavalrymen generally carried a 
short bow and a short sword as weapons. Sometimes 
there were two men on a horse, the second man 
again being a shield-bearer to protect the mounted 
archer. Later the use of shield-bearers was discon¬ 
tinued. Even though Assyrian horses were smaller 
than modern animals, the task of a cavalryman must 
have been very dangerous because they rode bare- 
back, stirrups being unknown in this region until 
many centuries later. Staying astride a horse at full 
gallop while firing a bow and arrow surely resulted 
in numerous accidents, both in training and on the 
battlefield. The raising of troops was the responsibil¬ 
ity of the captains. 20 Each captain had at his disposal 
a number of villages and towns that served as a pool 
for potential recruits. The captains were required 
to fill quotas set by the governors of each province, 
and in turn each province had to contribute a certain 
number of troops to maintain the army of the king. 
Native Assyrian troops recruited in the homeland 


filled key positions around the empire since they 
could be counted on to look after Assyrian interests 
more faithfully than non-Assyrians. Assyrian citizens 
were most often given positions of leadership in the 
military organization and they made up most of the 
chariotry and cavalry. The infantry consisted mainly 
of non-Assyrians. Early on, foreigners were employed 
in peacetime for guard duty after an area had been 
conquered by the regular Assyrian army. By the end 
of the eighth century bc many foreigners, including 
Arameans, Greeks, and Philistines appear in infan¬ 
try units, while prisoners of war were often grouped 
together to form distinct fighting units. 

Before embarking on a military campaign, 
priests and diviners performed sacrifices and exam¬ 
ined sheep livers in search of favourable omens to 
determine whether the campaign would be success¬ 
ful. The army was led by priests 21 bearing standards 
and emblems (banners representing the gods) fol¬ 
lowed by the chariotry, cavalry, infantry, and their 
long trains of baggage and paraphernalia. Prior to 
battle the king inspected the formations of troops 
that, in many instances, he would lead into battle 
himself. The army carried a daily ration of barley for 
each man. In addition, city leaders and provincial 
governors were required to provide food for troops 
passing through their regions. Sometimes food had 
to be obtained by living off the land, which often 
meant whatever the soldiers could steal or frighten 
local people into giving them. The Assyrians became 
the undisputed masters of siege warfare and their 
methods and tactics, which they perfected after many 
years of practice, were subsequently adopted by other 
ancient nations. Sieges did not take place very often. 
At the sight of the Assyrian army many cities just 
gave up and handed over large amounts of treasure 
to the Assyrians in exchange for their lives. Sieges 
were very expensive and tied up thousands of troops 
for up to several years at a time. If the Assyrians were 
forced to besiege a city it usually meant that when the 
city fell it would be looted, its officials tortured and 


murdered, and its citizens deported to some distant 
region of the empire. When a successful campaign 
was completed the downtrodden hostages and the 
booty taken from them was carried back to Assyria 
and paraded through the streets of the capital before 
cheering citizens. 

Assurnasirpal II 

One of the most important Assyrian rulers of the 
Late or Neo-Assyrian period was King Assurnasirpal 
II, who reigned from 883 bc to 859 bc. After he 
ascended to the throne he gathered his army and 
struck out against the hill people of northern Meso¬ 
potamia. Then he moved to the southwest against a 
vassal city on the lower Khabur River, called Suru, 
home of the Bit Halupe. The king’s description of 
his attack on the city illustrates in vivid detail the 
power and cruelty of the Assyrian leaders. This type 
of text was one of the first of many that would be¬ 
come the standard format for war propaganda used 
to strike fear and terror into the hearts of the enemies 
of Assyria. 22 After having attacked and conquered the 
city the king records how he treated the vanquished 
inhabitants, whom he calls “rebels”, by skinning all 
the leaders of the rebellion and covering a pillar with 
their skins. He continues his description by reiterating 
that he cut off arms, legs, noses, ears, and fingers of 
some, while others were burned to death, and ends 
by boasting that he hung their heads in the trees all 
around the city. 23 Clearly such acts were meant not 
only to punish those who had revolted, but to fright¬ 
en the leaders of other cities and regions who might 
have been contemplating withholding their annual 
tribute from the soldiers of the great god Assur. In 
one of his campaigns Assurnasirpal II crossed the 
mountains of Lebanon and travelled all the way to 
the Mediterranean Sea. There he re-enacted a ritual 
that all great conquerors of the ancient Near East 
had performed since the time of Sargon of Akkad 
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(see Ch. 4); he washed his weapons in the waters 
of the Mediterranean, made sheep offerings to the 
great gods, and took tribute from a number of coastal 
cities. 24 This important penetration set a precedent for 
future Assyrian kings, and eventually saw the whole 
Mediterranean coast drawn into the growing sphere 
of Assyrian influence. 

Hunting wild animals 25 

Like most ancient Near Eastern monarchs, Assurna- 
sirpal II hunted wild animals such as bulls, lions, and 
elephants. Lion hunting in particular was considered 
a royal sport, as well as a good character-building 
exercise for kings, who were ultimately responsible 
for leading their troops into battle. Assurnasir- 
pal II tells us that during one hunt he trapped 30 
elephants, killed 257 wild oxen, and brought down 
370 lions with hunting spears from his chariot. It 
was the king’s duty to protect his subjects and their 
farm animals from such dangerous creatures. Often, 
poor farmers living out in the hinterlands had neither 
the training nor the weapons to rid themselves of 
dangerous beasts such as lions, and had to call upon 
the king, or one of his soldiers, to come to their 
aid. 26 The practice of lion hunting was not new to 
the Assyrians, but known already in the fourth mil¬ 
lennium bc, and the tradition continued in the Near 
East for centuries afterwards. 27 Not all lion hunting 
by Assyrian monarchs occurred in the wild. Some 
hunts took place in closed areas inside cities, such as 
parks. One sculptured lion-killing scene shows King 
Assurbanipal holding a lion at arm’s length with 
his left hand while he plunges a sword into the ani¬ 
mal’s chest with his right hand. Although this sort 
of feat may appear to be an unlikely form of exag¬ 
gerated royal propaganda, killing lions this way was 
entirely possible since the Mesopotamian lion (sub¬ 
sequently hunted to extinction) was slighdy smaller 
than African lions. Up until the last century there 


are well-attested stories of young Arab men prov¬ 
ing themselves by seeking out lions and killing them 
using essentially the same method shown in the low- 
relief sculpture below. 

Assurnasirpal II did not spend all his time at war 
or extracting tribute from subject cities and kingdoms 
too weak to repel his powerful armies. He also built 
a new and strategically located city, Kalhu, on the 
east bank of the Tigris River and adorned it with a 
great palace. In addition he dug a great canal, called 
the patti hepjalli (the stream of abundance), to water 
the surrounding plain for farmers and serve as a pro¬ 
tective moat for the new city. When the city and its 
great palace were finally completed, the king held an 
enormous banquet, the menu of which was recorded 
in detail, to feed all the workers and citizens of the 
new city as well as ambassadors from many nations. 
The banquet boasted 70000 guests and lasted for ten 
days, during which the people feasted, drank, bathed, 
and were anointed with sweet-smelling oils. In the 



King Assurbanipal (668-627? bc) killing a lion. Low-relief 
sculpture.(British Museum, London) 
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closing lines of the stele that commemorates the 
event, Assurnasirpal II is shown to us in a different 
light, that of the good and generous king who loved 
and cared for his people and when the festivities were 
over, he sent his subjects home in peace and joy. 

Civil war and decline 

After Assurnasirpal II’s reign, Assyria went into a 
period of decline, and for years the land was troubled 
by serious internal problems. Some years later one of 
his grandsons, Assur-dannin-apli, instigated a revolt, 
and during a four-year period (827-824 bc) Assyria 
was in the throes of civil war. This revolt was led 
by minor princes front the cities of Nineveh, Ashur 
and Arba’ilu (Erbil), and free citizens, who were not 
receiving their share of benefits from the flow of trib¬ 
ute into the country. What the rebels wanted was 
a king who would give them their fair share of the 
booty from wars they helped to fight, plus a share of 
the profits from the enterprises and investments that 
accompanied the thriving Assyrian economy. How¬ 
ever, the rebels were crushed and no changes in the 
system were made. Assyria continued to decline for 
the next 80 years while its enemies grew stronger and 
threatened the weakened nation. North of Assyria a 
new group of people was forming in the area between 
Lake Van and Lake Urmia, called Urartu. 28 Excava¬ 
tions have shown that the Urartians built fortress- 
cities of stone and mud brick enclosed behind massive 
walls and defensive towers where food and water were 
stored in anticipation of war. Urartian artisans were 
expert metallurgists, and most of the nation’s wealth 
came from exploiting the copper and iron mines 
located in what is now eastern Turkey, modern-day 
Armenia, and Azerbaijan. The emergence of such a 
large and powerful country on Assyria’s northern 
borders had a decisive influence on future events. 


Administrative reforms under 
Tiglath-pileser III (744-727 bc) 

If the Assyrians were going to survive the menace 
of Urartu, and the growing threat of other powers 
in the area, they would need a leader with sufficient 
political skill and foresight to recognize the demands 
of certain groups in Assyrian society, and to reorgan¬ 
ize the political structure of the country. In 744 bc 
just such a person came to the throne: Tiglath-pileser 
III. 29 Although his family background and origins 
remain a mystery, there is good reason to believe that 
he was a usurper who took advantage of the unrest 
of the time to stage a palace coup d’etat and take the 
Assyrian crown for himself. Tiglath-pileser III was an 
intelligent and vigorous man who was able to evalu¬ 
ate the situation correctly and move into action. The 
new king made a number of fundamental changes 
to the organizational and administrative structure of 
Assyria that enabled it to become a powerful military 
and economic force. Many of his reforms and institu¬ 
tions would be perpetuated by the Babylonians and 
Persians, and later authors falsely credited many of 
these reforms to them, although they were created 
by the Assyrians. Under the previous kings, large 
areas of conquered land were given as governorships 
to various Assyrian officials. These governors became 
nearly as powerful as the king. They began to act as 
petty kings who made their positions hereditary and 
passed their rule on to their children, who ignored 
the king and acted as independent rulers. Tiglath- 
pileser III abolished these governorships and divid¬ 
ed the land into many small provinces, none large 
enough or strong enough to challenge the author¬ 
ity of the king. These provinces were ruled by a dis¬ 
trict lord ( bel-pihati) or a governor ( shakkanakku ), 
who was responsible only to the king. By increas¬ 
ing the power of the king, Tiglath-pileser III was 
able to give new strength to the land of Ashur. To 
make sure that the appointed provincial governors 
did their job properly, overseers ( qepu ) were placed 


in each province to report to the king. If a gover¬ 
nor failed in his duties the king would be notified 
by the overseer, and the offending person would be 
admonished or removed from office. He also insti¬ 
tuted the practice of making the young crown prince 
the administrator of the kingdom and its affairs while 
the king was away campaigning with the army. This 
helped to legitimize the heir apparent as the next 
king and reduced the number of disputes over the 
throne when a king died. To ensure that the king 
could be quickly informed about the activities of his 
governors and their territories, a system of roads and 
posting stages was established. Mounted riders could 
carry letters and communications front most parts of 
the empire to the capital at Nineveh within five to 
seven days, which was a dramatic improvement over 
previous systems of communication. Strategically 
placed posting stages provided mounted messengers 
(mar sbipri) with fresh horses and extra rations of 
food as they rode across the land carrying small sacks 
of letters and dispatches written on parchment or 
clay tablets. 30 Many of the principalities and king¬ 
doms conquered by Assyria were incorporated into 
the empire as provinces, and came under the direct 
control of the king and the central administration. 
After the Assyrians defeated an enemy, they usually 
left the old ruler in control of the conquered area as 
their vassal. If he revolted, or refused to pay tribute, 
he was defeated again, his kingdom abolished, and 
an Assyrian governor placed in power. Even though 
the conquered territories usually suffered much dur¬ 
ing their conquest and lost their independence in 
the process, when the Assyrians finally took them 
over they gained a certain amount of internal peace, 
security, and, in some cases, economic benefits. 

It is, perhaps, best to remember that when the 
Assyrians conquered a country, their invading armies 
were not overthrowing governments that had been 
democratically elected by their citizens. At this time 
no country embraced the modern principles of 
democracy or individual rights and freedoms that are 
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known in many parts of the world today. The local 
rulers displaced by the Assyrians were, in many cases, 
as brutal and greedy as the Assyrians themselves. In 
these circumstances, unless they were directly under 
attack by the Assyrian army, ordinary citizens may 
not have noticed any changes in the quality of their 
lives or living standards from one ruler to the next. 
Under the leadership of Tiglath-pileser III the army 
was completely restructured. Soldiers had better 
weapons and military leaders employed better tac¬ 
tics than before. The era of simple raids was at an 
end; under Tiglath-pileser III the army became large, 
full-time, and permanent. The old conscription army 
was replaced by contingents levied from conquered 
provinces. As a result the size of the Assyrian army 
increased dramatically but its reliability was reduced, 
since a large number of foreign elements in the army 
replaced the traditional sons of Assyria, who were 
more patriotic and willing to make sacrifices for 
their homeland. Tiglath-pileser Ill’s predecessors 
had always considered the Euphrates River as the 
boundary of greater Assyria in terms of direct rule, 
but Tiglath-pileser III went beyond it and incorpo¬ 
rated a number of former vassal states into the Assyr¬ 
ian fold and made them provinces. This development 
continued under subsequent rulers, and served to 
enlarge the empire until the middle of the seventh 
century bc. As the empire grew larger the boundaries 
and frontiers it had to defend also grew, which in turn 
required more and more soldiers to defend them. 
To avoid military pressure front outside their bor¬ 
ders, the Assyrians surrounded the empire with vassal 
kingdoms, that is, kingdoms who were independ¬ 
ent of Assyria but maintained friendly relations with 
the forces of Assyria and refrained front attacking it. 
Even though Tiglath-pileser III made many neces¬ 
sary and important changes in Assyria, some prob¬ 
lems remained unsolved. One of these was the land 
of Urartu on the northern frontier of Assyria. Both 
Urartu and Assyria wanted control of the region 
around the upper Euphrates River and the Mediter¬ 


ranean coast. Control of this area meant access to 
vital supplies of timber, metals, and horses. Vassal 
states in this area proved to be unreliable at times 
since they could play Urartu, Assyria, and even distant 
Egypt against each other while striving to get the best 
possible arrangement for themselves. 

To avoid the possibility of future revolts against 
Assyrian control, Tiglath-pileser III implemented 
the policy of mass deportation 31 to deal with the citi¬ 
zen populations of defeated countries. Thousands of 
conquered peoples were displaced from one part of 
the empire to another to meet the needs and goals of 
Assyrian political and military strategy. The Assyrians 
believed that by uprooting rebellious groups and 
moving them to far-off lands unfamiliar to them, 
feelings of regional pride and identity (patriotism) 
would disappear as deportees struggled to adapt to 
the rigours of making new lives. Deportation cut 
off potential troublemakers from their former allies, 
leaving them alone and friendless in a new land. By 
deporting their enemies and making them start their 
lives anew, the Assyrians eliminated any potential for 
revolt. 32 In many instances, for example in the reign 
of Tiglath-pileser III, deportation appears to have 
achieved its goal. Between 742 and 741 bc, 30000 
inhabitants from the region around the city of Hama 
were sent to the Zagros mountains on the opposite 
side of Mesopotamia, while 18000 Arameans were 
sent from the Tigris region to northern Syria. In 
other years, 65000 people were displaced in Iran, 
while in another mass deportation operation 154000 
people in southern Mesopotamia were affected. It 
has been estimated that up to 1.2 million people 
were deported from their homes during the Late 
Assyrian period. 33 A number of low-relief sculptures 
depict masses of men, women, and children with 
their belongings and farm animals marching pitifully 
to some new, but unfamiliar destination. Some of 
the deportees must have died on the long marches 
across the hundreds, even thousands, of kilometres of 
countryside. However, those who survived were not 


always badly treated. In some instances they found 
waiting for them abandoned homes or farms in their 
new land that had belonged to other people who had 
also been deported. 34 Although it must have been 
demoralizing and difficult, many deportees made a 
new and successful start and after some time were 
absorbed into Assyrian society. 

Tiglath-pileser III mounted a number of cam¬ 
paigns against the forces of Urartu in the Levant 
and eastern Anatolia, winning many victories and 
expanding the empire. He was successful in holding 
off the Urartians, making major gains against them, 
but he was never able to defeat them. This would be 
done only by his successors. However, he did stabi¬ 
lize and solidify Assyria’s position in the north and 
west, which was a very important phase in the overall 
Assyrian strategy. Despite this, it was to the south, in 
Babylonia and southern Mesopotamia, that the prin¬ 
cipal threat to Assyrian stability still existed. 

Problems in the south 

One of the major problems for Tiglath-pileser III, 
and all subsequent Assyrian kings, was their southern 
flank bordering on Babylonia. Babylonia existed as an 
independent kingdom under Assyrian control and was 
a centre for religion, art, literature, mythology, and 
other cultural traditions that the Assyrians shared with 
the peoples who lived in the Tigris-Euphrates river 
valley. The city of Babylon was the intellectual centre 
of greater Mesopotamia, a kind of university town 
where erudite men (there is little written evidence for 
educated women at this time) carried on a tradition 
of learning and scholarship. The Babylonians were 
the inheritors of the Sumerian and Akkadian culture 
passed down to them by great kings such as Sargon 
of Akkad and Hammurabi. Most Assyrians held the 
land of Babylonia in high esteem and considered it die 
home of much of their own culture. Despite this, the 
relationship between Assyria and Babylonia was often 
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strained. Sometimes Babylonia stood with Assyria 
and added unity and strength to the empire, while 
at others Babylonia withdrew and cast the whole of 
Mesopotamia into turmoil and war. The temple of 
the Babylonian god Marduk was located in the city 
of Babylon, and every year the New Year’s festival 
( akitu) took place there (see Ch. 7). The whole city 
and surrounding regions took part, at which time 
the king of Babylon “took the hand of Marduk” as 
the most important moment of the ritual calendar. 
Like the Babylonians, the Assyrians also held the god 
Marduk in high esteem and the New Year’s festival 
was an important event in their own religion. The 
Assyrians revered Babylon to the extent that on sev¬ 
eral occasions when the city was being attacked by 
outsiders, the Assyrians sent their armies to help the 
Babylonians. 

Along with the Babylonians there were two oth¬ 
er groups who also caused the Assyrians numerous 
problems in the south: the Chaldeans and the Ela¬ 
mites. In the ninth century bc, a new people who 
spoke Aramaic moved into Babylonia and settled as 
far south as the swampy marshlands where the Tigris 
and Euphrates Rivers emptied into the Persian Gulf. 
The Kaldu or, as the Greeks and Romans knew them, 
the Chaldeans, 35 succeeded on several occasions in 
overthrowing Babylon and installing one of their 
own people on the throne. In 732 bc the Chaldean 
Mulcin-zeri took Babylon and occupied the throne. 
The Assyrians did not want this and tried to convince 
the citizens of Babylon to revolt and overthrow the 
new king. However, this strategy did not work and 
so the Assyrians attacked the city and drove the Chal¬ 
deans out. Mukin-zeri fled south into the marshes; 
Tiglath-pileser III put Babylon under direct Assyrian 
administration, and had himself crowned king. At 
the New Year’s festival, Tiglath-pileser III, like other 
Babylonian kings before him, “took the hand of Mar¬ 
duk” to signify the start of a prosperous New Year and 
also to indicate that he, too, accepted Marduk as a 
great god to be respected in ritual and deed. Babylon 


was not the only problem on Assyria’s southern flank. 
The long-time enemy of Mesopotamia, Elam, once 
again began to intervene in the political affairs of the 
region. The Elamites had been causing problems for 
the various rulers of the southern Tigris-Euphrates 
river valley since the third millennium bc. During the 
reign of Tiglath-pileser III, the Elamites conspired 
with the Chaldeans to gain more power and wealth 



King Sargon II. Low-relief sculpture. (Museo di Antichita,Turin) 


in the south, and these two groups were to be a major 
source of problems for the Assyrians until the end of 
their rule in the Near East. 

After a successful reign of 18 years, Tiglath-pileser 
III left Assyria in a position of great strength. He had 
reorganized the country’s administration and army, 
and had established a complex and efficient empire. He 
had taken Assyrian soldiers further than ever before in 
conquest. At his death Assyrian power stretched from 
Judah on the Mediterranean coast of Syria-Palestine 
up into eastern Anatolia, north up to the territory of 
Urartu, and south to the Persian Gulf. 

THE SARGONID KINGS (721-612 bc) 

After the death of Tiglath Pileser III in 727 bc, there 
was a period of several years of instability and an 
insurrection out of which emerged a new king who 
took the long-honoured name of an ancient Akkadian 
predecessor: Sargon. This second “legitimate king”, 
as Sargon II called himself, probably took power in a 
palace coup. He claimed to be a son of Tiglath-pileser 
III, 36 and like him proved to be an able and powerful 
ruler who continued Assyria’s policy of expansion on 
all fronts in the Near East. To solidify his power base at 
home he offered tax exemptions to the citizens of the 
capital city of Ashur, and to all the temples of Assyria. 
The revolt that put Sargon II on the throne also 
served as a signal for vassals and conquered territories 
unhappy with Assyrian rule to revolt and re-establish 
local rule. Such was the case in Babylonia, where Ela¬ 
mites and Chaldeans formed an alliance that enabled 
them to overthrow their Assyrian administrators and 
put a man named Merodach-Baladan on the throne. 
Sargon reacted by sending his armies south along the 
Tigris River to cut the Elamite and Chaldean forces 
in half, and retake Babylon. However, with Elamite 
support Merodach-Baladan was able to hold off the 
mighty Assyrian army, and managed to stay in power 
for ten years. Under the rule of Merodach-Baladan, 
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Assyrian chronology (later period): the 
Sargonid kings (722-612) (all dates bc) 


Sargon II 

721-705 

Sennacherib 

704-681 

Esarhaddon 

680-669 

Assurbanipal 

668-627? 

Assur-etel-ilani 

6277-624? 

Sin-shar-ishkin 

6227-612 


Babylonia prospered. He maintained and repaired 
temples, kept the provincial bureaucracy function¬ 
ing, and built bridges, roads, and canals. For the next 
decade an uneasy peace existed between Assyria and 
Babylonia. 

Meanwhile, on the other side of Assyrian terri¬ 
tory in Syria-Palestine, another more threatening 
revolt broke out that saw a number of city-states and 
small kingdoms form a coalition that attempted to 
throw off Assyrian rule. Their attempts failed and 
the combined armies of Hamath, Arpad, and Samaria 
were beaten by superior Assyrian forces. Even though 
both of these events occurred at opposite ends of the 
empire they were not unrelated, but were the con¬ 
sequences of the expansionist policies of the former 
king, Tiglath-pileser III. Because of his incursions 
east into Iran and southwest into the Levant, Tiglath- 
pileser III had cut off the important trade routes vital 
to Elamite survival. In particular, his conquest of the 
Levant had taken away many of Elam’s important 
clients in Egypt. Egypt on one flank of the Assyr¬ 
ian Empire, and Elam on the other, could not be 
expected to sit passively by and take no action to 
regain lost trading partners and markets. 37 

Both the Egyptians and the Elamites were weak 
and could not take on Assyrian forces by themselves. 
Over the following decades they devoted much time 
and effort working with smaller kingdoms and city- 
states to stimulate local revolts and confusion in 
attempts to weaken the Assyrian Empire. This was 
done with the hope that someday they would be 


able to take control of the areas and peoples they 
had previously ruled, and once again have access to 
their old trading partners. As with Tiglath-pileser 
III, Sargon II’s most pressing problem when he first 
ascended to the throne was his close and dangerous 
neighbour to the north, Urartu. In 714 bc, in the 
eighth year of his reign, Sargon II launched a great 
campaign against the forces of Urartu, which left 
them seriously weakened and no longer a threat to 
Assyria. 38 After a few more years of successful cam¬ 
paigning in other parts of the empire, the Assyrian 
position was consolidated, and by the beginning of 
the year 710 bc, Sargon II was victorious everywhere. 
The whole of Syria-Palestine was firmly in Assyrian 
hands; to the east the Medes were made vassals, Urar¬ 
tu was no longer a threat, and the Egyptians had a 
new king, friendly to Assyria. 

But Babylon remained under Merodach-Baladan 
and was still a threat as well as an embarrassment to 
Assyria. The Assyrians, the greatest military power 
in the ancient Near East, could conquer a variety of 
enemies far from their homeland and yet were never 
capable of a total victory over the weaker Babyloni¬ 
ans so close to home. When the armies of Sargon 
II marched against Babylon, the forces of Mero¬ 
dach-Baladan responded with a skilful defence that 
exploited their local environment. They took advan¬ 
tage of the swampy terrain of the marshlands, in what 
had once been the old city-state kingdoms of south¬ 
ern Mesopotamia, to make hit-and-run raids against 
the Assyrians, retreating back to the safety of the 
marshes where Assyrian forces could not be effectively 
used against them. Sargon II’s operations against 
Babylonia were costly and hazardous and lasted for 
three years, until 707 bc. With the defeat of Babylon, 
Sargon II consolidated his conquest by deporting 
108000 Arameans and Chaldeans to various regions 
in the west. With most of the rebels gone he released 
some local citizens taken prisoner under Merodach- 
Baladan, extended tax exemptions to numerous cities, 
and then entered the capital city of Babylon and had 


himself crowned king. For the next five years Sargon 
II ruled Babylonia and was recognized as its rightful 
king by most of its people. After restoring order and 
stabilizing the south, Sargon II died while on cam¬ 
paign against some tribal peoples in the north. 

Sennacherib and Babylon 

Sennacherib ruled from 704 to 681 bc. Although he 
was not Sargon II’s first-born son, he was brought up 
in the bit rimki (the “house of succession”), a special 
place where future kings were prepared to be rulers of 
Assyria. He appears to have spent his early years as a 
soldier and administrator in the northwest, where he 
learned to know and understand the Urartian situa¬ 
tion firsthand. The Urartians had suffered heavily at 
the hands of his father, and now were preoccupied 
with the menace of another group of people known 
as the Cimmerians, who lived on their northern flank. 
Because of Urartu’s own difficult political situation it 
was in no position to harm Assyria, but could serve as 
an effective buffer zone, a kind of geopolitical shock 
absorber, between the Assyrians and possible dangers 
from the north. In the light of this new situation Sen¬ 
nacherib made peace with Urartu, greatly reducing 
his problems in that part of the empire. With this 
accomplished he set about building a great capital for 
himself and his empire. 

Nineveh at the time of Sennacherib 

Nineveh was an extraordinary city. 39 Positioned in 
the heartland of Assyria in a fertile agricultural zone, 
Nineveh was a major trading centre at the crossroads 
of the major east-west trade routes to Syria and the 
Mediterranean Sea, and the north-south trade routes 
from Anatolia to the Persian Gulf. Established at the 
confluence of the Tigris and Khosr Rivers, the site of 
Nineveh has been occupied for at least 6000 years. At 
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Alad-lammu. High-relief sculpture, Nineveh. 


the time of Sennacherib, the city sprawled over 750 
hectares and its walls were 12km in length, 25 m high; 
it had a population of perhaps as many as 150000 
inhabitants. 40 The circuit wall, wide enough, accord¬ 
ing to legend, for three chariots to be driven side by 
side at the summit, was pierced by 15 gates with roads 
leading out of the city in all directions. 

The city of Nineveh had wide streets and pub¬ 
lic squares. Around the palace was a large park and 
botanical garden containing many species of plants, 
flowers, and trees imported from the south around 
Chaldea. Other sections of this vast garden contained 
specimens including myrrh plants, and many kinds 
of vines and orchards. To water this great garden 
Sennacherib built special canals to trap fresh water 
flowing from springs and streams 50km away from 
Nineveh. At one point he built a tremendous aque¬ 
duct, over 300m long and 22m wide, to carry the 
water over another stream flowing below it through 
a small valley. 41 Situated in the middle of this garden 
was the king’s royal residence, “The Palace Without 
Rival”. It was 500m long and 200m wide, and was 
one of the marvels of Near Eastern architecture. 42 

Soon after his construction projects had started, 
Sennacherib was obliged to send his armies into the 
field to put down several revolts. Once again the 
question of Babylon and its status within the empire 
came up. How much independence, if any, should 
it have? Who should be king? There were pro- and 
anti-Babylonian advisers in the Assyrian court and at 
different times Assyrian kings would favour one or the 
other groups. 43 Sargon II had treated Babylon gently 
and tried his best to keep order and peace without 
granting outright independence; Sennacherib would 
be less than gentle with the ancient capital and its 
surrounding kingdom. In 703 bc, Merodach-Baladan 
once again organized the Chaldeans and Elamites in 
a coalition that raised a revolt in Babylon and the 
surrounding countryside. Sennacherib led his armies 
south and tried to put down the rebellion; with the 
approach of the Assyrian army, Merodach-Baladan 



The great walls of Nineveh (eighth century bc). 



Nergal Gate, Nineveh (800-600 bc). Baked mud-brick 
construction. 


fled south into the marshes. In order to break the 
spirit of the rebellion, Sennacherib swept through 
Chaldea in a devastating campaign that destroyed or 
captured over a hundred walled cities, and deported 
208 000 Chaldeans 44 to Assyria. He practised a 
scorched-earth policy, allowing his troops to either 
eat or burn the crops, fields of grain, palm groves, 
and orchards of the local residents. 
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As soon as Sennacherib had defeated the Chald¬ 
eans he was obliged to turn his armies around and 
march for many weeks until he reached the western 
vassal states, so he could put down a revolt in Judah 
and the surrounding regions on the Mediterrane¬ 
an coast. King Hezekiah of Jerusalem 45 had joined 
an anti-Assyrian coalition of coastal cities backed 
by Egypt. The organizer of this western revolt was 
none other than Merodach-Baladan. 46 Just before 
the arrival of Assyrian troops, Merodach-Baladan’s 
agents had been sent to see the king of Jerusalem and 
ask him about his “health”. It seems likely that their 
conversations had more to do with the political and 
military situation in the region than health matters. 
But despite their plans and preparations, Sennacher¬ 
ib’s army over-ran the coast of Palestine and defeated 
the coastal cities, chased out the Egyptians, and put 
Jerusalem under siege. Sennacherib’s account of the 
affair tells us that he besieged and captured 46 of 
Hezekiah’s “strong walled towns” and numerous 
small villages. Then, using ramps of trodden earth 
built against the walls of Jerusalem, he brought up 
battering rams and siege engines, and even dug tun¬ 
nels under the walls to weaken them. He boasts that 
he shut Hezekiah inside his city “like a bird in a 
cage”. Despite this, Hezekiah did not capitulate to 
the Assyrian army, probably more out of luck than 
military skill. But he did not come away from his 
encounter with the Assyrians without paying a heavy 
price for having provoked the king of the land of 
Ashur. He was forced to pay as tribute 30 talents of 
gold (one talent equals about 30kg), 800 talents of 
silver, and all kinds of treasures, plus his daughters, 
his harem, his male and female musicians, and several 
of his cities. 

Three years later Merodach-Baladan was again 
involved in anti-Assyrian activities but they were only 
of minor importance, and after 700 bc he packed his 
court and his family gods into ships and fled into the 
swamps of Elam, and was heard of no more. Thus 
ended the career of one of the most interesting kings 


ever to have ruled in Babylonia. Over a period of 
30 years of political involvement Merodach-Baladan 
tried, and at times succeeded, in making the kingdom 
of Babylonia the legitimate homeland of his people. 
The struggles of Merodach-Baladan were not forgot¬ 
ten, and about 75 years after his death Babylonia did 
manage to gain control not only of southern Meso¬ 
potamia, but of Assyria and its empire as well. 

To protect Assyrian interests in Babylonia, 
Sennacherib placed his own son, Assur-nadin-shumi, 


on the throne of Babylonia, hoping that with this 
gesture he could bring order to the southern portion 
of Mesopotamia. This arrangement worked well for 
several years. However, in 689 bc things finally boiled 
over when the Babylonians, with the help of Elam, 
rose again in revolt against Assyria and kidnapped and 
murdered Sennacherib’s son. A shocked and enraged 
Sennacherib reacted by destroying the city of Baby¬ 
lon, the ancient religious and cultural centre of Meso¬ 
potamia: “the gate of the gods”, a city so powerful 



Assyrian army attacking the city of Lachish during the reign of 
Sennacherib (701 bc). Low-relief sculpture. (British Museum, London) 
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and revered that it was known to its citizens as “the 
bond of heaven and earth”. The years of patience 
and respect shown by previous kings gave way to 
revenge as Sennacherib attacked the city “like a hur¬ 
ricane”, and filled the streets with the corpses of its 
citizens. To ensure that the city would cause the king 
no problems in the future, he claims he flooded it 
and turned the once bustling city into a meadow. He 
certainly did ravage the city, but since it survived and 
was later revived (see below) much of this narration 
must be hyperbole. 



Alad-lammu. A protective spirit used to protect the doorways 
and entrances of palaces and temples. Composite 
human-headed creature with the body of a bull and the 
wings of a great bird. 


Sennacherib’s destruction of Babylon was perhaps 
understandable since he lost his son to the rebels, 
but front a religious perspective it was not very wise. 
His devastation of the great city was so complete 
that he even destroyed the temple of Marduk, the 
great god of Babylon, the god of Hammurabi, who 
had been worshipped for centuries by the people of 
Mesopotamia. Many feared that with the loss of the 
cult centre of such a great god all manner of evil, 
such as plagues, famines, and wars, would be inflict¬ 
ed on the land of Assyria, bringing years of hardship 
in revenge for such a reckless and impious act. How¬ 
ever, following the sack of Babylon no great calami¬ 
ties befell the Assyrian people. Instead, eight years 
after the attack, in 681 bc, Sennacherib was mur¬ 
dered. One unlikely story claims that the king was 
crushed by one of the great alad-lammu (winged 
bulls), which was pushed on top of him while he was 
at prayer in the temple. 

A more likely reconstruction of events has been 
developed through some clever historical detective 
work by Finnish Assyriologist Sirno Parpola, who dis¬ 
covered a tablet indicating that the murderer was one 
of the king’s own sons, a man named Arad-Millissu. 47 
Arad-Millissu somehow escaped punishment for his 
crime and fled north to the land of Urartu. The fact 
that the murderer of a great Assyrian king was not 
punished for his crime but allowed to get away may 
indicate that Assyrians were not too upset by the 
king’s death. 

Another of the murdered king’s sons, Esarhad- 
don, succeeded his father, and once in power devoted 
considerable resources in an effort to rectify the physi¬ 
cal and spiritual devastation his father had caused the 
city of Babylon. Initially, the gods were said to have 
cursed the city for 70 years, during which time no 
activities could take place there. However, the new king 
found a way to get around this magical interdiction by 
simply transposing the numbers (perhaps by turn¬ 
ing the tablet upside down), so that the integers were 
reversed. Instead of 70 (written as 60 + 10 = 70 or 


Y< 

in cuneiform) the merciful god Marduk, eager to 
return to his temple in Babylon, allowed the priests 
to interpret the figures as (10 + 1 = 11), 

< r ' 

shortening to only 11 years the period of forced 
sterility on the city. Once this magical and religious 
problem had been solved the way was open for the 
restoration of the ancient capital. The reconstruction 
ofBabylon and the repatriation ofits citizens began in 
the first year of Esarhaddon’s reign in 680 bc. 

The conquest of Egypt 

With the reconstruction of Babylonia underway and 
the rest of the empire momentarily stable, Esarhad- 
don 48 was free to embark upon the ultimate exten¬ 
sion of the Assyrian Empire: the conquest of Egypt. 
In the spring of 671 bc, Esarhaddon led his armies 
into Syria-Palestine and crossed the Sinai desert. 
After considerable hardship, which, according to 
the cuneiform inscriptions, included the appearance 
of “two headed serpents”, and the cutting open of 
their camels’ bellies to find water to drink, Assyr¬ 
ian forces crossed into the green lands of the Nile 
Delta. Esarhaddon’s account of the campaign claims 
that the conquest of the city of Memphis took only 
two weeks. However, because Egypt was so vast and 
far from the Assyrian heartland it proved difficult 
to control, and was never fully integrated into the 
Assyrian Empire like other conquered areas closer 
to home. The Assyrians were able to raid Egypt, but 
they were never able to hold on to it and make it 
part of their empire. Two years later the pharaoh, 
Tarqu (Taharqa in Egyptian, see Ch. 16), who had 
fled to southern Egypt during the Assyrian attack, 
returned and recovered his capital at Memphis and 
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led a rebellion against the Assyrian occupation army. 
Upon hearing of the revolt, Esarhaddon gathered his 
armies once again, and set out to re-establish Assyr¬ 
ian control over the Egyptians. However, the king 
died on the way to Egypt and two of his sons, by a 
pre-arranged succession agreement, took the thrones 
of both Assyria and Babylonia. 

Esarhaddon divided the kingship of the empire 
between the two of them to ensure that Assurbanipal 
would rule in the north and Shamash-shum-ukin, 
would rule in the south. With this arrangement he 
hoped to establish peace and security throughout 
Mesopotamia. But even though in principle the two 
rulers were equal, it was Assurbanipal, the king of the 
north, who had most of the power. 

Assurbanipal 668-627? bc: the zenith and 
collapse of Assyria 

When Assurbanipal ascended the throne of Assyria in 
668 bc he inherited one of the greatest empires the 
world had ever known, yet by the end of his reign 
Assyria would be near collapse and would not sur¬ 
vive to the end of the seventh century bc. At the 
beginning of his reign Assurbanipal’s greatest con¬ 
cern was the reconquest of Egypt, which had tem¬ 
porarily slipped away from Assyrian control. Shortly 
after he took the throne, he sent a large army to the 
Nile Delta and again captured Lower Egypt and a 
number of important cities, including Memphis. But 
once again the Egyptians regained control of their 
land after the main Assyrian army had left. When the 
Assyrians attacked, the land of Egypt was actually 
under the control of the Kushites 49 (see Ch. 16): 
people from the far south of Egypt who had taken 
control of most of the Nile river valley in the mid¬ 
dle of the eighth century bc. In 663 bc Assyrian 
forces were again in Egypt, but this time they did 
not simply take the northern capital and then return 
home. They marched their armies all the way to the 


southern capital at Thebes and delivered a devastat¬ 
ing blow to the region. Temples and palaces were 
burned and looted, and Egyptian leaders and citizens 
were rounded up and deported to Assyria. 

The sack of Thebes and the Assyrian penetration 
into southern Egypt mark the maximum extent of 
Assyrian expansion. The Assyrian Empire had reached 
its logistical and technological limits, and over the 
following few decades it would begin to shrink in 
size. Despite their victory, the Assyrian foray into 
Egypt was short-lived. After they defeated the Egyp¬ 
tians, the Assyrians appointed a man named Psamtik 
(see Ch. 16) to be the senior administrator of Egypt. 
Several years after Assurbanipal’s attack on Egypt, 
Psamtik formed an army, and by 650 bc the Egyp¬ 
tians had driven the Assyrians from their land once 
and for all. A few years later Psamtik declared himself 
pharaoh of Egypt, and brought an end to the Assyr¬ 
ian interlude. 

Maintaining their hold on Egypt, the Assyrians 
faced the same problems that stopped many empires 
in similar circumstances: they had over-extended 
their resources. The Assyrians had to defend them¬ 
selves against a dozen nations, and numerous small 
principalities and tribes, along a vast border that 
extended for thousands of kilometres from the Per¬ 
sian Gulf to the Mediterranean Sea and into Anato¬ 
lia. Assyria had reached the point where its resources 
were too meagre and its adversaries too numerous 
to retain its power over all of them. The Assyrians 
had no choice but to let Egypt slip away for, once 
again, problems with the Elamites and Babylonians 
resurfaced in the south. Assurbanipal had come to 
realize that stable relations with his neighbours and 
partners in the southeast would be beneficial to trade 
and commerce. So, when a famine struck Elam, the 
new Assyrian king sent much-needed assistance that 
helped to save the lives of many Elamites. But, after¬ 
wards, despite Assyrian aid, the Elamites took advan¬ 
tage of Assyria’s preoccupation in Egypt to launch an 
attack on Babylon in 665 bc. The Elamites’ lack of 


gratitude and hostility towards Assyria would not be 
forgotten by Assurbanipal. 

The great revolt 

The double monarchy in which the kingship of great¬ 
er Mesopotamia was shared between Assurbanipal 
and Shamash-shum-ukin worked for nearly 17 years. 
But eventually, Shamash-shum-ukin grew tired of 
this arrangement and wanted to assert Babylonian 
might as he saw fit. In 652 bc he started a great revolt 
against his royal brother. Shamash-shum-ukin put 
together a vast coalition of anti-Assyrian forces that 
included Elamites, Chaldeans, and Arabs and engaged 
Assyria in a bloody four-year struggle. Assurbanipal 
finally defeated the Elamites and recorded his vic¬ 
tory on several low-relief sculptures, which are now 
housed in the British Museum in London. In the 
mid-640s Assurbanipal returned to the southeast and 
in a rampage of hatred and vengeance struck a terrible 
blow at Elam. The Assyrian army marched through 
the land, destroying its major cities and capturing 
and looting the capital, Susa. Assurbanipal’s troops 
showed no respect for the Elamites or their gods. 
After centuries of conflict between the two regions, 
the hatred of Assyria for this small but powerful 
nation that had on so many occasions caused prob¬ 
lems and hardship for kingdoms in Mesopotamia was 
unleashed on the people, cities, and temples, and 
even the dead of Elam. Assurbanipal tells us that he 
destroyed the ancient tombs of their kings, who had 
not worshipped the gods Assur and Ishtar, took their 
bones away to Assyria and “put restlessness on their 
ghosts”, and deprived them of their all-important 
food offerings. 

The remaining civilian population was to a large 
extent deported west to Samaria, north of Judah, on 
the Mediterranean coast. 50 The Elamite troops were 
incorporated into the Assyrian army, and the remain¬ 
ing human and animal populations were taken to 
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Assyria as spoil. Once again in his exaggerated style, 
Assurbanipal claimed he devastated Elam and left it 
“empty of human voices”, but it was not completely 
destroyed, and would recover a few years after the 
Assyrian attack. With the defeat of Elam and his with¬ 
drawal from Egypt, Assurbanipal had cut his losses 
and consolidated his forces. As a result the land of 
Ashur should have been stronger and better prepared 
to face its enemies, but in reality Assyria had been 
seriously weakened during the civil war and was dan¬ 
gerously close to collapse. 

Assyria on the defensive 

After the great rebellion, things were temporarily 
quiet in the south. The kingdom of Elam had been 
defeated, and Babylon and its allies had been drained 
by seven years of bloody warfare. But in Assyria proper 
things were not going well. For the period after 640 
bc we have very little documentation about Assyrian 
activities, which indicates that things were coming 
apart. After the rebellion Assyria did not embark on 
major exterior campaigns but had to change tactics 
and go on the defensive against its enemies. 51 In the 
years that followed there were widespread distur¬ 
bances in many parts of the empire, another indica¬ 
tion that central authority was breaking down. By 
about 630 bc Assurbanipal’s son, Assur-etil-ilani, 
became king, and he and his father ruled conjointly 
until the older man died in 627 bc. In 626 bc a Chal¬ 
dean prince named Nabopolassar, perhaps a relative 
of Merodach-Baladan, defeated the Assyrian army at 
Uruk and took the throne of Babylon. It is from this 
time, 23 November 626 bc, that scholars mark the 
beginning of the 13 th or Neo-Babylonian Dynasty in 
southern Mesopotamia. 

Feeling confident after having established their 
own dynasty, the Babylonians engaged in continu¬ 
ous warfare with the Assyrians, which ultimately led 
to the capture of the Assyrian capital. Alone, the 


Babylonians were not powerful enough to defeat 
the still mighty Assyrians, so they formed coalitions 
with their usual close neighbours plus the Medes, 
new migrants who had established themselves on 
the Iranian Plateau (see Ch. 17). The Medes had 
previously been vassals of the Assyrians and had 
paid tribute to them, but over the years the Medes 
had grown stronger, were on the offensive, and no 
longer paid tribute. In 614 bc the Medes independ¬ 
ently attacked Ashur, the religious centre of Assyria. 
When the Babylonians heard about this they 
mobilized their armies in an effort to take advantage 
of the situation. It was under the walls of the city of 
Ashur that Nabopolassar, the new king of the Ba¬ 
bylonians, and Cyaxeres, the king of the Medes, 
established an alliance to fight together until the 
Assyrians were defeated. From this moment the fate 
of Assyria was sealed and two years later, in 612 bc, 
the combined armies of the Medes and the Babylo¬ 
nians besieged the great Assyrian metropolis of Nin¬ 
eveh. After a three-month siege the city fell and was 
sacked and burned. Nabopolassar boasted that he 
“slaughtered the land of Assyria” and turned it into 
“heaps and ruins”. The Assyrians, who had domi¬ 
nated the whole of Mesopotamia, Syria-Palestine, 
and, briefly, Egypt, were vanquished by a coalition 
of forces who had suffered greatly under Assyr¬ 
ian domination. Although remnants of the Assyrian 
royal family continued to hold out at Harran until 
609 bc, with the fall of Nineveh the era of Assyrian 
domination had ended. 


The library of Assurbanipal 

Assurbanipal’s treatment of his enemies could be 
vengeful and brutal, but there was another side to 
the Assyrian king that should be mentioned. He was 
one of the few Assyrian kings who could actually 
read and write. He had great respect for the writ¬ 
ten word, and collected thousands of tablets from all 


over Mesopotamia to create one of the world’s most 
famous and oldest libraries. 52 Although the number of 
texts he collected would be considered small by mod¬ 
ern standards, he managed to gather several thousand 
tablets (the exact number is not known because many 
of them are fragments of a single tablet, but estimates 
vary from 5000 to 25 000). They were stored in a spe¬ 
cial archive room where they were discovered about 
150 years ago during the early days of exploration of 
the city of Nineveh. This collection of tablets con¬ 
sisted of important clay documents including letters, 
contracts, and historical inscriptions, as well as reli¬ 
gious and literary texts, myths, and scientific works. 
The king’s scholarly interests are enhanced by the fact 
that many of the texts were copies of older Sumerian 
and Babylonian texts, which were made at his request. 



Two Assyrian scribes.One is shown writing on a clay tablet while 
the other is writing on parchment. Painting on plaster. 
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Siege of Gaziru. Low-relief 
sculpture from Nimrud. 


This indicates that Assurbanipal had a genuine desire 
to preserve the literary, religious, and cultural herit¬ 
age of ancient Mesopotamia for future generations. 
In one of his letters he writes to his governors asking 
them to be on the lookout for all manner of texts. 
If they see something interesting, he orders them to 
send it to him for his library at his capital, Nineveh. 
The discovery of the tablets in the 19th century by 
British explorers, and their retrieval and storage in the 
British Museum in London, has provided a significant 
source of information for the greater understanding 
of ancient Assyria. 

The collapse of Assyria 

With the collapse of Assyria the northern domination 
of the Tigris-Euphrates river valley came to an end. 
There is no single reason why the Assyrian Empire 
fell, but two important contributing factors deserve 
to be mentioned. 53 The first concerns the use of for¬ 
eigners in the Assyrian military. Like many armies the 
Assyrians engaged large numbers of non-Assyrians 
from conquered territories as soldiers in their armed 
forces. Their payment was often only a daily ration 
of food, the promise of adventure and travel, and, 
occasionally, the right to some unrestrained looting 
of a conquered city. Swelling its ranks with large num¬ 
bers of non-Assyrians surely weakened the resolve of 
the army to fight effectively and with a spirit of com¬ 


mitment and love for the homeland. 54 The second 
reason was economic. Prosperous regions conquered 
by the Assyrians initially brought in great wealth, 
which subsequently diminished substantially. Con¬ 
quered merchants and farmers who had been produc¬ 
ers of wealth could not be expected to continue to 
produce at the same level since any profits they made 
would have been taken from them. 55 The more pros¬ 
perous a region was, the more desirable it was to the 
Assyrians. Thus, for local peoples it was better not to 
appear to be too affluent in order to avoid attracting 
their attention. As a result of this short-sighted pol¬ 
icy of resource appropriation, regions that originally 
served as sources of wealth were quickly exhausted, 
and the forces of Ashur had to go further and further 
front their homeland in search of new areas to exploit 
for loot and other kinds of material goods. It seems 
never to have occurred to the Assyrians that by their 
oppressive measures they were destroying the very 
basis of their prosperity. Over the years, as they used 
up one region after another, they were caught in a 
vicious circle: the more countries they conquered and 
drained the more new regions they had to conquer to 
maintain their standard of living. The Assyrians even¬ 
tually over-extended themselves, while all the time 
depending more and more on non-Assyrians to pro¬ 
tect and ensure the functioning of the empire. During 
the reign of Assurbanipal this system collapsed, and 
the Babylonians moved in and took over the Assyrians 
and their empire and made it their own. 










































































7 The Last 
Babylonian 
Dynasty 


After the death of Assurbanipal, King Nabopolassar 
took the throne of Babylon in southern Mesopotamia 
while in the north the Assyrian Empire continued its 
decline. Nabopolassar represented a vigorous new 
ruling family that with help was able to destroy the 
hated Assyrians, take over their empire, and establish 
the kingdom of Babylonia 1 as the major power in the 
Near East. The new king began his reign by consoli¬ 
dating his forces and mounting a ten-year struggle 
that drove the Assyrians out of southern Mesopo¬ 
tamia and freed Babylonia once and for all from the 
Assyrian yoke. Never again would the forces of the 
god Assur enter Babylonian territory. After 609 bc 
the Assyrians are heard of no more and no one seems 
to have mourned their passing. The Medes, who 
helped to bring about the Assyrian defeat, took their 
share of the booty and went back to their homeland 
on the Iranian Plateau. They were more interested 
in concentrating their efforts in the north, towards 
Armenia and the rest of Anatolia, than in Mesopo¬ 
tamia. 


Chronology of the Last Babylonian Dynasty or 
Neo-Babylonian period (625-539) (all dates bc) 


Nabopolassar 

625-605 

Nebuchadnezzar II 

604-562 

Amel-Marduk 

561-560 

Neriglissar 

559-556 

Labashi-Marduk 

556- 

Nabonidus 

556-539 

Persian conquest 

539 


Egypt returns to Syria-Palestine 

With the defeat of the Assyrians, the Egyptians were 
in a position to dominate the entire Mediterranean 
coast of Syria-Palestine from the Nile Delta to the 
southern reaches of Turkey. They hoped to bring 
this area under Egyptian control and re-establish 
their power over lands they had ruled during the 
New Kingdom. But the Babylonians could not 
allow Egypt to control the rich provinces of the 
west. The coastal areas of Syria-Palestine were rich 
in raw materials and trade, and strategically too vital 
to Babylonian survival to allow anyone else to take 
control of them. The Egyptians proceeded with their 
plans to bring the region under their control and 
although they almost succeeded, their plans were 
foiled by the military skills of Nebuchadnezzar II, 
the son of Nabopolassar. Nebuchadnezzar II 2 was a 
skilled general who was given command of the Baby¬ 
lonian army when his ageing father became too ill to 
lead another campaign. Nebuchadnezzar II caught 
the Egyptian army by surprise and annihilated it in 
the spring of 605 bc at Karkamish, on the great bend 
of the Euphrates River in upper Syria. 3 This battle 
was one of the most important in the centuries-long 
struggle (see Chs 14 and 15) between Egypt and 
Mesopotamia for supremacy over Syria-Palestine, 
and the Egyptian defeat gave Babylon control of the 
area. 4 Ironically, less than a century after the battle 
of Karkamish, neither Egypt nor Babylonia would be 
independent kingdoms. 
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Nebuchadnezzar II, King of Babylon 

A few months after the battle of Karkamish, King 
Nabopolassar died in the city of Babylon. The great 
king who had succeeded where so many others 
had failed, and who had driven the Assyrians out of 
Babylonia, “had gone to his fate” and was no more. 
Nebuchadnezzar IP would prove to be just as compe¬ 
tent as his father and would make the land of Babylonia 


greater than it was even during the time of Hammu¬ 
rabi. Upon hearing of the death of his father, Neb¬ 
uchadnezzar II raced back to the capital to be crowned 
king, and then immediately returned to the western 
front to continue his struggle against the Egyptians 
to protect his possessions in the west. In 601 bc, Neb¬ 
uchadnezzar II marched against Egypt, hoping to add 
the Nile river valley to his empire as the Assyrians had 
done nearly a century earlier. To his surprise he met 


with strong Egyptian resistance; both armies suffered 
heavy casualties, and he was forced to return to Baby¬ 
lon in order to re-equip his forces. Although he was an 
excellent general, Nebuchadnezzar II was never able 
to conquer Egypt. 

The conquest of Judah 

Seven years later, the small kingdom of Judah 6 sided 
with Egypt and refused to pay tribute to Babylon. 
Nebuchadnezzar II could not tolerate this kind of 
rebellious behaviour and laid siege to the Judean 
capital, Jerusalem. 7 On 15/16 March 597 bc 8 the 
city fell to the forces of Nebuchadnezzar II. The 
young king of Judah, 18-year-old Jehoiakin, and 
more than 3000 of his subjects 9 were deported to 
Babylon. Much tribute was also taken from the city 
and front the temple of the god Yahweh. Plundered 
objects included sacred temple vessels, consisting of 
great brass cauldrons, which were taken to Babylon 
and placed in Esagila, the temple of Marduk. The 
Babylonians then placed Zedekiah, another mem¬ 
ber of the Judean royal family, on the throne. Ini¬ 
tially, Zedekiah looked after Babylonian interests for 
Nebuchadnezzar II but after several years he too 
rebelled. Believing that the Egyptians would come 
to their aid and help them expel the Babylonians, a 
number of the city-states of Syria-Palestine, includ¬ 
ing Jerusalem, appear to have formed a coalition 
against Babylon. Despite the many warnings from 
the prophet Jeremiah, Zedekiah went ahead with his 
plan to break free from the Babylonians, and 
Nebuchadnezzar II once again attacked Jerusalem. 
Zedekiah appealed to the new Egyptian king, Apries, 
for help, but the Egyptians sent only a small force 
of soldiers that could not affect the outcome of the 
battle. 

The siege of Jerusalem was very costly, lasting 
18 months and tying up thousands of Babylonian 
troops far from home, and Zedekiah and his city paid 
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dearly for refusing to submit to Babylon. The walls 
were breached on 25 August 587 bc 10 and archaeo¬ 
logical evidence indicates widespread destruction 
of many buildings and traces of a great conflagra¬ 
tion that swept through the city at the time of its 
capture. When Jerusalem capitulated it was looted, 
its walls were broken down, and the great temple 
of Solomon that had been the pride of all Judah 
was destroyed. Many of the inhabitants of the city 
who had not starved to death during the siege were 
deported to Babylonia. After Zedekiah was captured, 
the Old Testament Book of Icings recounts that he 
was brought before Nebuchadnezzar, judged, and 
found guilty. The last thing the king of Judah saw 
before having his eyes put out was the death of his 
sons: “And they slew the sons of Zedekiah before his 
eyes, and put out the eyes of Zedekiah, and bound 
him with fetters of brass, and carried him off to 
Babylon”. 11 

The great city of Babylon 12 

The wealth gathered by Nebuchadnezzar during his 
various campaigns was used to rebuild and glorify 
Babylon. 13 According to R. W. Koldewey, the Ger¬ 
man archaeologist who excavated the city in the years 
before World War I, Nebuchadnezzar used more than 
15 million standard-sized baked mud bricks measur¬ 
ing 33cm 2 by 7cm thick in his building projects. 14 
The Babylonian king rebrult and enlarged Esagila, 
the temple of Marduk and the ziggurat, Etemenanli, 
the highest mud-brick tower ever built (see Ch. 4), 
as well as many other smaller temples and shrines. In 
addition, he built 8 km of city walls of baked mud 
bricks, and the city gates were covered with glazed 
mud bricks that sparkled in the sunlight. Outside 
the walls the city was surrounded by a deep moat. 
The greatest city in antiquity before classical times, 
Babylon had perhaps 250000 inhabitants. 15 It was 
the centre of learning and culture and the arts, and 



Wall detail showing the mythical snake-headed 
mushushshu moulded into the mud bricks along the 
main processional way, Babylon. 


was the most sophisticated and glamorous city in the 
ancient world before the rise of Alexandria and Rome, 
hundreds of years later. It contained one of the seven 
wonders of the ancient world: the so-called “hang¬ 
ing gardens of Babylon”. 16 This vast and spectacular 
botanical complex was built for Amytis, the wife of 
Nebuchadnezzar, apparently so she would not be 
homesick for the mountainous terrain of her native 
land. 



Arched entrance with 
crenellated wall, Babylon. 


In Babylon scholarly men 17 discussed, conversed, 
and wrote about religion, literature, mathematics, 
and astronomy, and left a legacy of learning that 
was passed down through the centuries. They made 
lists of plants, stones, and gems, along with drugs 
and potions used for the treatment of diseases; they 
composed and copied magical and religious texts, 
dictionaries, and word lists, and recorded the thou¬ 
sands of economic transactions of the business com- 
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Reconstructed palace building, 
Babylon. Mud-brick construction. 



Ishtar Gate, Babylon (seventh century bc). Glazed and baked 
mud-brick construction, height 14.73 m. (Staatliche Museen, 
Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin, Germany) 


munity; and they studied and recorded celestial 
movements, solved mathematical problems, and ran 
schools to train young scribes. Recorded on clay tab¬ 
lets, much of this information was copied by scholars 
and students who passed it on to futttre generations. 
Centuries after the fall of Babylon, the scholars of 
Greece and Rome acknowledged the academic great¬ 
ness of the Babylonians, and took directly from them 
copious amounts of material that had a profound 
affect on their own scholarly tradition. After the city 
had been abandoned as a political centre in 275 bc, a 
school of astronomers remained there and continued 
to make celestial observations and calculations in a 
city that was losing its cultural and political impor¬ 
tance with the passing years. By 500 bc, Akkadian 
had slipped into obscurity as a spoken language, 
and was used only by a handful of scholars in writ¬ 
ten form. The last dateable cuneiform tablet was 
an astronomical text written in Babylon in ad 75. 


Afterwards, Akkadian and cuneiform writing, which 
had been the foundation of written expression in 
Mesopotamia and much of the rest of the Near East 
for nearly three thousand years, vanished until it was 
rediscovered by European explorers, and deciphered 
in the 19th century ad. 18 


The palace coup of Belshazzar 

Nabonidus, the last native king of Babylonia, ruled 
from 556 to 539 bc. He, his centenarian mother, 
Adad-Guppi, and his shrewd and greedy son, 
Belshazzar, make up one of the most interesting fami¬ 
lies ever to rule in the ancient Near East. 19 Nabon¬ 
idus came to power in a palace coup that saw the 
overthrow of the young King Labashi-Mardulc, who, 
because of his youth and apparent lack of powerful 
friends, was deposed and murdered. Before assuming 
the role of king, Nabonidus had been a palace of¬ 
ficial in Babylon and served both King Nebuchad¬ 
nezzar and a minor king, Neriglissar, whose reign 
lasted only about three years. According to one of 
his own inscriptions, Nabonidus claims that he had 
no intention of becoming king, and was unaware 
that the perpetrators of the coup were going to make 
him the new ruler of Babylon. Afterwards, his fellow 
conspirators carried him to the palace and prostrated 
themselves before him, kissing his feet as a sign of 
sttbservience. Nabonidus was troubled by the idea 
of being king and wanted to concentrate his efforts 
in the new dynasty on religious matters. Only after 
consulting with the gods did he reluctantly accept the 
kingship of the land. 

In 556 bc the young King Labashi-Marduk 
succeeded his father, Neriglissar, on the throne of 
Babylon. He ruled for only a few months before being 
removed from the throne. Accttsations against him, 
that he neglected to make offerings to his deceased 
ancestors, or that he was a poor general, were fabri¬ 
cated by the conspirators, no doubt in order to justify 
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their illegal actions against the legitimate heir to the 
Babylonian throne. 20 The leader of the plot to over¬ 
throw the king was probably Belshazzar, the son of 
Nabonidus. Economic texts show that shortly after 
the coup, property and estates previously belonging 
to the royal family found their way into the posses¬ 
sion of Belshazzar, and that afterwards his financial 
situation improved dramatically. It appears that the 
principal reason for the takeover was the economic 
scheming of Belshazzar and his circle of friends, who 
wanted to become rich and powerful. Not only was 
Belshazzar the leader of the plot against the legitimate 
king, but he probably wanted the kingship for himself 
as well. However, he could not claim kingship as long 
as his father was still alive. By putting his father on 
the throne before him he accomplished two things: 
he ensured himself the kingship when his father died; 
and he established the beginnings of a new dynasty 
that would give him and his heirs the future crown 
of Babylonia. 

Adad-Guppi: the mother of Nabonidus 

One of the most interesting and influential women 
of this period was Adad-Guppi, the mother of Nabo¬ 
nidus and the grandmother of Belshazzar. She was 
born in 649 bc, in the twentieth year of the reign of 
King Assurbanipal, at the city of Harran in north¬ 
west Syria, about 600km from Babylon. She died in 
the ninth year of the reign of her son Nabonidus, 
in 547 bc, which made her 102 years old. 21 After 
the Assyrian defeat (see Ch. 6), the new king of 
Babylonia, Nabopolassar, brought Adad-Guppi and 
her son back to Babylon as captives. She would have 
been 39 years old at the time and her son was prob¬ 
ably a young adult. Once in Babylon she was given 
some kind of influential position working with the 
Babylonian royal family. In one of her inscriptions she 
states that she was treated with great respect, as if she 
were one of the king’s own daughters, and that while 


she was in the palace she introduced her only son to 
both King Nabopolassar and his successor, Nebuchad¬ 
nezzar. In total she worked in the palaces of Harran 
and Babylon for about 70 years, from the age of 23 
until well into her 90s. Adad-Guppi and Nabonidus 
were both devoted followers of the moon god, Sin of 
Harran. She states that she was a “seeker” after Sin for 
95 years of her life. 22 

The religion of the moon god 

When the Medes and Babylonians attacked the 
Assyrian-held city of Harran in 609 bc, they unwill¬ 
ingly destroyed Ehulhul (the “House of Joy”), the 
great temple of the moon god. Afterwards, the great 
shining house of the moon god lay in ruins and many 
people, particularly the Babylonians, were distressed 
and repentant for the terrible destruction they had 
wrought on his sacred house. In Mesopotamia people 



Reconstruction of the Ziggurat of Babylon. 


believed that if a temple was destroyed, it was a sign 
that their god had become angry with his people 
and had abandoned them. Only when his temple 
had been rebuilt would the god and his beneficial 
acts return once again. After the temple of the moon 
god had been destroyed, the Medes continued to 
occupy the city of Harran and would not give it to 
the Babylonians, who were too weak to take the city 
by force. Nabopolassar managed to bring the statues 
of Sin to Babylon and provided a temple for them in 
which Adad-Guppi continued to worship the moon 
god and maintain his cult. To show her concern and 
devotion to the moon god, Adad-Guppi refused to 
wear fine clothes or jewellery of silver and gold; nor 
did she sprinkle herself with sweet-smelling perfumes. 
Instead, she went about dressed in torn garments 
and a coat of sackcloth while doing everything in her 
power to glorify the moon god. 

A religious interpretation of 
Assyro-Babylonian history 

Babylonian historians interpreted political events 
differently from modern historians, and it is often 
impossible to draw a firm line between religion and 
politics. In the ancient Near East, political occur¬ 
rences were interspersed with religious beliefs and 
interpreted as a continuing drama that involved both 
humans and gods. For Nabonidus the central idea 23 
that dominated his perception of events, and deter¬ 
mined the actions he undertook during his reign, was 
the divine struggle taking place between the moon 
god, who had been driven from his temple, and the 
Medes, who were still occupying the city of Harran 
where the god’s temple was located. Accordingly, 
Nabonidus believed that it was his duty to drive the 
Medes out of Harran and restore the god’s temple. 
Once this was accomplished, he believed, the moon 
god would return and peace and order would be re¬ 
established throughout the land. 
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The celestial dream of Nabonidus 

At the beginning of his reign Nabonidus had a 
dream in which the moon god Sin, glowing bright¬ 
ly in the night sky, and Mardulc, who shone in the 
heavens as the planet Jupiter, appeared to the king 
and instructed him to rebuild the temple at Harran. 24 
In the dream Nabonidus reminded the two powerful 
deities that the city of Harran still lay in the hands of 
the Medes, who did not wish to give it up. Because 
of this, there was no way he could rebuild the temple 
of the moon god. But Marduk in his wisdom pro¬ 
vided another human agent to destroy the Medes; 
his name was Cyrus the Persian (also called Cyrus the 
Great). Cyrus was the young and energetic leader 
of a powerful new kingdom that was developing on 
the Iranian Plateau and would soon take control of 
the entire Near East. Three years after Nabonidus 
took the throne, Cyrus marched against the Medes 
and was victorious. Once the Medes were defeat¬ 
ed, Harran came under Babylonian control. At last 
Nabonidus could begin the restoration of the temple 
of the moon god, a project that would last for much 
of his reign. 

Nabonidus not only wanted to rebuild the temple 
of the moon god, but he also wanted to make Sin the 
most respected and powerful deity in all of Babylonia. 
The worship and veneration of the moon god was 
nothing new in Mesopotamia. The moon had been a 
major deity for several thousand years before Nabo¬ 
nidus came to the throne, but no one before him 
had ever attempted to elevate the moon god above 
all the other Mesopotamian deities. Sin had been an 
important deity throughout much of Mesopotamian 
history and his fortunes and importance rose and 
fell with the passage of the centuries. In the third 
millennium bc, the Sumerians worshipped and made 
offerings to the moon. Several Akkadian kings went 
so far as to incorporate the name Sin into their per¬ 
sonal names. Naram-Sin (Beloved of the moon god) 
and Warad-Sin (Servant of the moon god) are two 


examples. In the first millennium bc the moon was 
still considered a great deity. Assyrian kings such as 
Sennacherib (“the moon god has replaced the broth¬ 
ers for me”) showed their respect to the lunar deity, 
like many kings before them, by using his name as an 
element in their own names. 

Shortly after Nabonidus took the throne he 
attempted to reduce the power and importance of 
the chief god, Marduk, and elevate Sin to the top of 
the pantheon. This move backfired and the people 
of Babylonia revolted. Many important cities turned 
against Nabonidus and his god, most of their citi¬ 
zens rejecting Sin in favour of their long-time deity, 
Marduk. Although Nabonidus and Belshazzar were 
both co-conspirators in the overthrow of Labashi- 
Marduk, they were not of one mind when it came 
to religious matters. Belshazzar was a traditionalist 
who wanted the god Marduk to remain at the head 
of the pantheon, but his father wanted to change 
the hierarchy of gods and create a new religious or¬ 
der. After his failed attempt at religious reforms it 
was probably at his son’s insistence that Nabonidus 
left Babylon for Arabia for an extended stay. 25 

Nabonidus in Arabia 

In the spring of the third year of his reign, 
Nabonidus gathered his armies, left the kingdom 
in the hands of his son, Belshazzar, marched west 
through Syria-Palestine, and then turned his armies 
towards the Arabian Peninsula. He continued south 
along the Red Sea, conquering a number of cities 
and towns on the coast, before finally settling in 
the city of Tema, located in the northwestern cor¬ 
ner of Arabia, many weeks’ march from Babylon. 
Amazingly, he stayed in the region for ten years 
before returning home, and the reasons for his long 
absence have always puzzled historians. It has been 
argued that no reasonable king would have exiled 
himself for ten years so far from his centre of power, 


deep in the sandy wastes of the Arabian desert, and 
during that time not take part in the religious and 
political life of his own country, unless he suffered 
from some kind of illness, was strange, or just plain 
mad. 26 But on closer examination Nabonidus’s con¬ 
quest of this area was perhaps not such a foolish 
move after all. 

Tema and the surrounding area were the home of 
the Arabs who had come into contact with the kings 
of Mesopotamia long before the time of Nabonidus. 
The Arabs were not a poor people and Arabia was not 
an empty desert wasteland, as some might think. The 
Arabs had vast flocks of herd animals, and the area 
was rich in spices. In addition, they mined for gold, 
and carried out long-distance trade through their Red 
Sea ports. In the eighth century bc, Tiglath-pileser III 
reported that during one of his campaigns he took 
as booty 30000 camels, 20000 sheep and 5000 bags 
of spices, plus gold and other precious stones. Other 
Mesopotamian kings plundered similar wealth from 
the Arabs and Nabonidus was drawn to the area for 
the same reasons: the promise of great wealth and the 
control of trade routes that connected Mesopotamia, 
Africa, and the Mediterranean regions in a profitable 
trading network. The importance of Tema lay in its 
geographical location (see map, p. 91) since it was 
situated on the main caravan trade route between 
Damascus and Yatrib (Medina). The Assyrians waged 
numerous campaigns against the Arabs of the region 
in the seventh century bc, and Nabonidus followed 
the same strategy in his operations, which paid off in 
economic and strategic gains for Babylonia. Thus, 
his move into Arabia was not a strange or irrational 
act at all, but simply a continuation of the imperialist 
policies practised by the previous kings of Mesopo¬ 
tamia. 

Nabonidus knew that since his son was in control 
of the capital, he could stay in Arabia and continue 
his policy of expansion. In light of the growing power 
of the Persians in the north and the east, die Babylon¬ 
ians, if they wished to maintain some kind of power 
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base, had little choice but to expand into Arabia, an 
area that was relatively easy to conquer and rich in 
material goods. Nabonidus and his advisors under¬ 
stood that many of the lands traditionally exploited by 
the Babylonians (northern Mesopotamia, Turkey, and 
Iran), were under the control of the more powerful 
Persians, and that if the Babylonians were to maintain 
their power, 27 they had to establish control over new 
lands in a part of the Near East that was beyond the 
reach of their powerful rivals. 

The akitu (New Year's) festival 

During the time Nabonidus was absent from Babylon 
he did not participate in an important religious ritual 
known as the akitu or New Year’s festival. 28 The 
king’s role in the festival was essential; it could not 
take place if he was not present. The akitu festival was 
celebrated in the spring of each year over 11 days in 
March/April, the Babylonian month of Nisanu. This 
length reflected the fact that the lunar year (see Ch. 
9) was 11 days shorter than the solar year. Lesser 
deities and their attendant priests and followers from 
nearby cities came to Babylon to take part in the fes¬ 
tival, and it was a time of great feasting and celebra¬ 
tion. The first few days were spent reciting prayers 
and incantations and making animal sacrifices. On 
the fourth day the Enuma Elish 29 (the Babylonian 
creation myth) was recited in front of the statue of 
Marduk. The story describes how in the beginning 
order was brought out of chaos when the god of 
fresh waters, Apsu, was separated from the goddess 
of salty waters, Tiamat. Later, one of the Babylonian 
gods killed Apsu. This enraged Tiamat, who took 
revenge on the murderer. With an army of demons 
and monsters, commanded by the evil Kingu, Tiamat 
attacked the gods and threatened to destroy them. 
Just when all seemed lost, a brave young god named 
Marduk volunteered to go out on the battlefield and 
fight Tiamat. 



The chief god of the Babylonian pantheon, Marduk, in the reign 
of King Marduk-zakir-shumi (854-819 bc). Engraved lapis lazuli. 


The gods agreed that if Marduk defeated Tiamat 
he would become the chief god and all the other 
gods would be subservient to him. Marduk engaged 
Tiamat in a great struggle in which he managed to 
overpower and kill her. He then split her great carcass 
in two halves; with one half he made the earth under 
his feet, and with the other half he made the vault of 
heaven on which he placed the stars, the sun and the 
moon. Then, with the blood of the evil Kingu mixed 
with earth, he created people to work the fields and 
feed the gods through sacrifice. Thus liberated from 
agricultural work, the gods were free to live a life of 
leisure. 

On the fifth day of the festival the king entered 
the temple of Marduk and took part in a special ritual 
where he was reduced to the status of an ordinary 
citizen. The king was stripped of his royal insignia, 
his sword, and sceptre, and then the chief priest 
slapped his face, pulled his ears, and made him pros¬ 
trate himself before the statue of Marduk. During 
this festival the king was required to “take the hand 
of Marduk”. This refers to the king playing the role 
of the god and his sacred marriage 30 to a high priest¬ 
ess. The sacred marriage symbolized the agricultural 
cycle of planting and harvesting of grain, and was 
a spiritual metaphor for the renewal of life and the 
forces of nature. The statues of all the gods were then 
transported in chariots to the north end of the city to 
the special akitu temple. Here great gifts, sometimes 
consisting of tonnes of silver and gold, were given 
to the gods. On the last day of the festival, all of the 
celebrants went back to the temple of Marduk for a 
great banquet before returning once again to their 
respective cities. Failure of the king to take part in 
the akitu festival was a bad omen, and seen as an 
act of great impiety against the gods. The people of 
Babylonia lived in fear that floods, famine, and war 
would befall them as a result of the king’s neglect of 
his religious duties. 
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Belshazzar 

During Nabonidus’s absence in Tema, Belshazzar 
remained subordinate to him and it seems there were 
no major problems between the two men concerning 
the sharing of power and the day-to-day functioning 
of the government. In his father’s absence Belshazzar 
never used the title king to refer to himself, nor did 
he ever take his father’s place in the akitu festival. 
Nabonidus never gives any indication that he was 
concerned that his son would take the throne while 
he was in Arabia. Proof of this can be seen in the fact 
that Nabonidus left Belshazzar in control of the army 
to use as he saw fit. Surely, if Nabonidus had any sus¬ 
picion about his son’s loyalty he would not have put 
an army at his disposal, since he could have turned it 
against him. Belshazzar ignored the moon god in his 
father’s absence so that religious and political stabil¬ 
ity could be maintained in the land. 

After ten years Nabonidus left Arabia and 
returned to Babylon. Based on favourable astro¬ 
nomical omens, it was decided that the appoint¬ 
ed time had arrived, the moon god was satisfied 
with the situation in Babylonia, and Nabonidus 
could return home and resume his duties as king. 
Nabonidus returned to Babylon in October, the 
13 th year of his reign. There seem to be two reasons 
why he returned at this time: work on the temple at 
Harran was progressing well and it was imperative 
that he be present to celebrate its completion; and 
he was getting old (he was probably already in his 
early 70s), and thus he had to take action to imple¬ 
ment the religious reforms he hoped to bring about. 
Shortly after his return he set in motion the neces¬ 
sary changes that would enable Sin to become chief 
god. His second attempt to make the moon god the 
supreme deity of the land seems to have met with 
short-lived success. 


Ehulhul,the"House of Joy" 

Nabonidus had maintained while he was in Arabia 
that the reason why he refused to participate in the 
New Year’s festival was because the temple of the 
moon god had not been rebuilt. Work on the temple 
was finally completed about a year after his return. 
It is known that the decision to rebuild Ehulhul was 
one of the earliest taken in his reign, but it took much 
longer to complete than originally planned. Before 
the temple Ehulhul was completed, the king’s moth¬ 
er, Adad-Guppi, died at the age of 102. It must have 
been a great disappointment to her that she never 
actually saw the moon god’s statue returned to its 
rightful place. However, she must have been aware 
that its reconstruction was progressing, and that her 
son was doing everything in his power to restore the 
sacred structure to its original greatness. 

On his return to Babylon, Nabonidus resumed 
the king’s traditional role in the akitu festival. In the 
last year of his reign, just as some stability seemed 
to be returning to the land, the king seized Esagila, 
Mardulc’s main temple in Babylon, and replaced his 
symbol, a stylized spade, with a lunar crescent, the 
symbol of the moon cult. Nabonidus went so far as 
to refer to Marduk’s temple as “the dwelling place 
of Sin”. The citizens of Babylon were outraged by 
his actions. Marduk had been the great god of the 
Babylonian people for over 1000 years, and for the 
second time in his reign Nabonidus had attempted to 
usurp the greatest of all Babylonian deities. In their 
anger some groups were possibly plotting against 
Nabonidus, 31 seeking to replace him with a new Icing 
who would be more respectful to the ancient gods of 
Babylon. The discontented priests and followers of 
Marduk resented the imposition of the moon god and 
many must have interpreted his actions as a betrayal 
of the people by the Icing. 


The end of Babylon 

Despite Nabonidus’s attempts to enlarge his empire 
in Arabia, and implement his religious reforms at 
home, his days as Icing were numbered. The Persians 
were growing stronger and the menacing threat of 
their power hung over the Tigris-Euphrates riv¬ 
er valley. The end came quickly in the autumn of 
539 bc, when the armies of Babylon were defeated 
in a bloody and costly battle at the city of Opis. The 
defeat was overwhelming, the Babylonian army was 
shattered, and Belshazzar was killed. A few days later 
the capital city’s defences collapsed, and in October 
of that same year the Persian army, under the 
command of General Gubaru (Gobryas), marched 
into Babylon unopposed. 32 A few days later, when 
things had calmed down, King Cyrus himself entered 
the city. 

Despite his unpopular attempts at religious 
reform, many people still supported Nabonidus as 
king, 33 while a few may have welcomed Cyrus as a 
liberator. Texts relate how Cyrus marched into the 
city with the god Marduk as his spiritual compan¬ 
ion, and how the people welcomed the Persian Icing 
with smiling faces, jubilation, and rejoicing. 34 It is 
possible that some of the priests of Marduk were 
pro-Persian since they knew that Cyrus would re¬ 
establish the Marduk cult if he was allowed to take 
control of the city. Among those with good reasons 
to welcome the Persians were the priests of the god 
Marduk, 35 and various groups, such as the Jews, 
taken captive some fifty years earlier during the rule 
of King Nebuchadnezzar. Some of the residents of 
Babylon were so opposed to Nabonidus that, after 
17 years of his rule, they would have welcomed any¬ 
one who could rid them of him and his moon god, 
even if it was a foreign king. Cyrus must have been 
aware of the religious conflict between Nabonidus 
and the followers of Marduk, and surely these diffi¬ 
culties figured in his overall plans for the conquest of 
Babylon. Cyrus had probably been in contact with 
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the priests of Marduk, whom Nabonidus had greatly 
offended, and it may have been due to their efforts 
that the Persian army had relatively few problems 
entering the city. In addition, it is likely that some 
supporters inside the city helped to hasten the city’s 
collapse by helping the invaders gain easy access to 
the city. 36 

Interpreting these events in religious terms, the 
priests saw Cyrus as an agent of the god Marduk, 
who used the Persian king to restore the tradition¬ 
al chief deity of Babylon once again to his rightful 
place in his temple, Esagila. But before giving all 
the credit to pro-Persian elements within Babylo¬ 
nia, it should be remembered that the Babylonian 
army had been defeated only a few weeks earlier, 
and the people may have simply given up hope and 
let the invaders enter the city. In his first year as 
king of Babylonia, Cyrus arranged for many cap¬ 
tured peoples to be returned to their homelands. 
He also arranged for the return of the statues of the 
various gods that Nabonidus had brought to Baby¬ 
lon to protect the city, as well as the restoration of 
their temples. There is evidence that he improved 
the material well-being of the inhabitants of Bab¬ 
ylon and the surrounding cities, and that his style 
of rule was less oppressive than that of many previ¬ 
ous Icings. Cyrus was an intelligent leader who won 
the goodwill of those he conquered by leaving their 
religion and political institutions intact, while pos¬ 
ing as a liberator instead of a conqueror, and these 


traits made him very popular throughout the Near 
East. 37 For example, after Cyrus entered Babylon, 
he treed the Jewish exiles taken by the Babylonians, 
and returned their temple treasures. The liberated 
Jews hailed him as their “messiah”, 38 a term usually 
reserved for the kings of Israel such as David and 
Solomon. 

Even though the worship of Marduk triumphed 
at this time, it would die out later and be replaced 
by other gods. In the centuries that followed, moon 
worship would continue as an important form of 
religious expression, gaining in popularity, while the 
city of Harran continued to be the centre of moon 
worship for the next thousand years. In the seventh 
century ad, when the religion of Islam swept over 
the Near East, all idols and religious icons of the pre¬ 
vious civilizations were destroyed or discarded by 
the followers of Allah as objects of worship; all, that 
is, except for two ancient vestiges of Mesopotamian 
celestial beliefs, which became the symbols of Islam 
- the symbol of a star and the crescent moon, the old 
symbol of the lunar cult of Sin. 

The Persian conquest marks the end of Meso¬ 
potamia as an independent political entity. After 
the Persians no more great kingdoms were created 
by people native to the Tigris-Euphrates river 
valley. The age of the great empires of Mesopotamia 
was over, and no longer would the kings of Assyria 
and Babylon be able to claim that they were the “kings 
of the four quarters” or the “kings of the lands”. 


Part III: Religion, science, 

and medicine 


8 Mythology 
and religion in 
Mesopotamia: 

the story of 
Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu 


The formation of the Gilgamesh Epic 

The Gilgamesh Epic is one of the oldest and most 
interesting stories to come out of the ancient world. 1 
Centuries older than the Bible, or the works of clas¬ 
sical writers such as Homer or Virgil, the Gilgamesh 
story is an exciting tale peopled with legendary 
heroes, mythical beasts, and lusty gods and god¬ 
desses. The two major characters of the story are 
Gilgamesh and his friend, Enkidu. The underly¬ 
ing theme is a universal one that connects modern 
readers with the past and helps them identify with 
the main theme of the story: the age-old question 
of death and the fact that all humans must eventu¬ 
ally come to terms with their own mortality. The 
story is probably based on a real, but much embel¬ 
lished person, Gilgamesh, the en or ruler of Uruk, 
who lived around 2700 bc. 2 Although the origins of 
the Gilgamesh Epic are much earlier, the first known 
copies of the story were not written down until the 
end of the Ur III period, about 2000 bc. At that 
time rulers who wrote in Sumerian once again took 
control of southern Mesopotamia, and it became 
fashionable for kings to glorify their ancestors and 
recall their past deeds. King Shulgi claimed that the 
early gods and kings of the land were his ancestors, 
and he commanded his scribes to write stories about 
them and their amazing exploits to enhance his own 
power and prestige. Shulgi’s scribes wrote hymns 
that claimed Shulgi was the son of Ninsuna and 
Lugalbanda, the mother and father of Gilgamesh, 


making Gilgamesh his own brother. 3 For many 
years tales and stories about Gilgamesh and Enk¬ 
idu circulated separately in Mesopotamia. Around 
1800 bc, shortly before the time of King Hammu¬ 
rabi, the first versions of the complete epic based on 
earlier Sumerian Gilgamesh tales were composed. 
A number of fragments of these original Gilgamesh 
stories still exist today. The Old Babylonian authors 
of the first complete versions of the text combined 
many of the previously existing Gilgamesh episodes 
into a complete cycle of stories, with a structured 
storyline and plot, and created an epic: a story of 
sweeping or national proportions concerning the 
exploits of a heroic character. Around 1300 bc, the 
Old Babylonian version of the epic was reworked 
by a scribe from Uruk, Sin-leqi-unninni; with mi¬ 
nor modifications, the story remained the same front 
then on. The Gilgamesh Epic appears to have been 
widely known in the ancient Near East, and copies 
of it have been found all over Mesopotamia and as 
far away as Anatolia, Syria, and Canaan. However, 
unlike the Egyptian story of Osiris and Isis (see Ch. 
12), the Gilgamesh Epic was never translated into 
Greek or Latin, and as a result the story was neglect¬ 
ed and eventually forgotten when the civilization 
of Mesopotamia came to an end. The epic contains 
about 3000 lines of text and was written on 11 clay 
tablets. 4 Tablets recovered around Mesopotamia over 
the past 125 years have produced many incomplete 
copies of the epic. Most copies were found in the 
library of King Assurbanipal at Nineveh. Although 
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evidence is lacking, the story may have been sung or 
accompanied by music, 5 as were many other stories 
in the ancient world. 

Nature against civilization 

The story opens by praising Gilgamesh as the “one 
who has seen the source”, meaning he has been 
granted great knowledge and wisdom. The opening 
lines of the first tablet extol his many accomplish¬ 
ments, particularly the building of the great circuit 
wall of the city of Uruk. The story boasts that the 
mighty wall was built entirely of burnt mud bricks 
and that the Seven Sages, mythical wise men of 
Mesopotamia, laid out the plans for Gilgamesh’s 
city. This element is particularly interesting when we 
recall that the Early Dynastic II period was a time 
of great urban expansion brought on by an increase 
in military activities, to the detriment of smaller 
villages. The city was divided into four sections, 
including a great garden of palm trees, open spaces 
of low-lying land, an area for the city’s many tem¬ 
ples, and the inhabited city proper. At the time of the 
real King Gilgamesh, Uruk may have had a popula¬ 
tion of 50000 people. The first tablet continues by 
revealing that Gilgamesh was very handsome. He 
was two-thirds god and one-third human, and thus 
far superior compared to other humans. Still, he was 
not quite a god. He was very tall and very strong 
and he walked around like a wild bull, and no man 
was his rival. The other men of the city were afraid 
of him and stood at attention waiting for his orders. 
He dominated them, never giving them a moment’s 
rest. He had his way with the women of the city and 
took them from their husbands and lovers to his bed. 
The citizens of Uruk complained to the gods and 
asked them to create an equal, or counterpart, to 
Gilgamesh, someone who would divert his energies 
elsewhere so the city dwellers could live normal lives 
in peace. 



High-relief sculpture, possibly of Gilgamesh, from the palace 
of Sargon II at Khorsabad (721-705 bc). Height 4.70m.(Louvre 
Museum, Paris) 


At their request Aruru, the goddess of creation, 
carefully washed her hands and then pinched off some 
clay and threw it into the wilderness from whence 
sprang the wild man Enkidu, the counterpart and 
future companion of Gilgamesh. Enkidu was the 
opposite of Gilgamesh. He was more animal than 
human, a bull man, 6 his body covered with shaggy 
hair. The hair on his head was “like a woman’s”, he 
wore the skins of wild animals for clothing, ate grass 
like the gazelle, and drank with them and other ani¬ 
mals at the watering holes. The wild animals of the 
steppes were his only friends; he had no contact with 
people. When local hunters attempted to trap wild 
animals that destroyed their crops, Enkidu would tear 
up the traps and free his animal friends. The trappers 
were afraid when they saw Enkidu. Neither they, nor 
any of the other farmers or villagers, could hope to 
catch this wild man of the steppes. 

But there was a way to capture Enkidu without 
resorting to the traps used to catch wild beasts. One 
particular trapper went to the temple of the sex god¬ 
dess, Ishtar, found a beautiful young woman named 
Shamhat, and brought her back to the wilderness. 
The trapper and Shamhat waited by the watering hole 
and when Enkidu approached to drink, she removed 
her clothing and showed him her naked body. Enkidu 
was quick to respond and sexually engaged the young 
woman for six days and seven nights. 

After he was satiated with her charms, he attempted 
to return to his animal companions but they ran away 
from him and he could no longer keep up with them. 
Sex had made his limbs weak, and his strength was 
gone. By coming in contact with humans Enkidu 
had lost his special relationship with the animals and 
they no longer wished to associate with him. But at 
the same time his understanding and knowledge had 
greatly increased. The young woman told him that 
he was beautiful and now that he knew the pleasures 
of sex he was like a god. She told him to forget about 
his former animal companions and come with her 
to Uruk. In the great city there were festivals and 
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parties every day. In the city of Uruk people dressed 
in fine clothes, there was always music playing, and 
young women stood about laughing and teasing the 
men with their voluptuousness. Shamhat continued 
her transformation of Enkidu by introducing him to 
other elements of civilization. She gave him a piece of 
her garment to clothe himself and taught him how to 
eat bread and drink beer and wine. She commanded 
hint to rub sweet-smelling oil on his body so that 
he would not smell like an animal. When he did his 
body hair disappeared and he turned into a human. 
The local sheep and cattle herders called on Enkidu 
to help them protect their flocks from predators, and 
Enkidu began to hunt down the wolves and lions that 
attacked the livestock. Enkidu had now come full cir¬ 
cle; he no longer ran with the wolf and the lion, but 
hunted them down. He was no longer part animal, 
he was hilly human. 

The first part of the epic is concerned with the 
characters of Gilgamesh, who was two-thirds god 
and one-third human, and Enkidu who was mostly 
animal and only slightly human. Gilgamesh represents 
civilization and Enkidu represents nature. 7 In their 
first encounter (see below), Gilgamesh (civilization) 
defeats Enkidu (nature). Through sex and by con¬ 
suming human food and drink, wearing clothes, and 
following the customs of the land, Enkidu becomes 
civilized. The conflict between civilization and 
nature forms one of the key elements of the story. 
The division between the civilization of farmers, who 
tilled the land and lived in houses grouped together 
in villages or cities, and herders, who lived in tents 
and followed a nomadic way of life, impressed the 
authors of the story. The difference between those 
who practised a highly developed form of agricultural 
civilization and those who still lived on its periphery 
as non-farmers was eminendy clear to the people of 
the Tigris-Euphrates river valley. 8 


The quest for fame 

Once Enkidu was “civilized” and had abandoned 
his animal ways, the woman Shamhat took him to 
Uruk, the city of Gilgamesh. The people of the city 
were very impressed by the strong and handsome 
stranger and realized that he was the equal to Gil¬ 
gamesh. The first encounter between Enkidu and 
Gilgamesh involved Gilgamesh’s right to have sex 
with the city’s young brides before their husbands 
on their wedding nights. This meeting quickly turned 
into a confrontation and they began boxing and fight¬ 
ing with each other. Eventually Gilgamesh won the 
fight, but declared that he had great respect for the 
wild man from the steppe. The two men kissed and 
embraced each other and became lifelong friends. 

They soon became bored with the tranquillity of 
city life. Gilgamesh desired fame. Fame would make 
a man immortal, because long after his death people 
would speak of the great man’s deeds and accom¬ 
plishments. Enkidu also desired fame so, after having 
great weapons forged for them, they set out to kill a 
terrible monster called Humbaba (or Khuwawa), the 
guardian of the Sacred Cedar Forest, who lived in a 
mysterious land located far to the west. Even the great 
gods feared Humbaba, whose mouth was fire, whose 
breath was death, and whose roar was so violent it 
could ravage the land like a flood. When Gilgamesh 
and Enkidu reached the Sacred Cedar Forest they 
engaged the monster in a battle and managed to over¬ 
power him. At sword point Humbaba begged for 
mercy and said that he would become Gilgamesh’s 
slave. But Enkidu reminded Gilgamesh of the great 
fame he would achieve if he killed the monster. He 
convinced him to slay Humbaba quickly, before the 
gods found out what they intended to do and became 
angry with them. Before his death Humbaba uttered 
a curse against Enkidu and was then dispatched by 
the two men. 

Afterwards they fashioned a raft of cedar trees 
from the Sacred Cedar Forest and floated down the 


Euphrates River on it, holding up the head of Hum¬ 
baba for all to see. When they reached Uruk they 
were hailed as heroes. Gilgamesh put on his finest 
robe and crown and marched through the streets of 
the city. He was now so famous and attractive that 
the goddess Ishtar proposed marriage to Gilgamesh. 
She told him that in addition to the pleasures of the 
flesh that he was sure to enjoy with her, she would 
also make him very rich. She sweetened her marriage 
proposal by offering him a beautiful chariot of lapis 
lazuli and gold, harnessed to four powerful moun¬ 
tain mules. But Gilgamesh refused her proposal and 
reminded her of the way she had treated her previous 
husbands and lovers. For example, after she had her 
way with him, she had banished to the underworld 
the young shepherd Dumuzi, the lover of her youth; 
after her affair with a small bird she broke its wing, so 
that it constantly cried out kcipi, kapi , “my wing, my 
wing”; after she seduced the mighty lion she caused 
hunters to dig deep pits for it so they could catch the 
great beast; and after she loved the horse she ordained 
for him the whip and the lash and made him run 
great distances carrying his human riders. Gilgamesh 
continued by reminding her that after she seduced 
the shepherd Ishullanu, who made great sacrifices to 
her every day, she turned him into a wolf so his fel¬ 
low shepherds were on the lookout for him and even 
his own dogs chased after him. Gilgamesh continued 
naming the lovers and husbands mistreated by Ishtar. 
Not wishing to be subjected to the same fate, Gil¬ 
gamesh scorned Ishtar and refused to marry her. 

Ishtar was furious. No one had ever refused her 
before. She was a goddess and not accustomed to 
rejection. To get revenge on Gilgamesh she went 
up into the highest heavens and asked her father, 
Anu (the sky god), to give her a creature called the 
“Bull of Heaven”, a starry monster represented in the 
heavens by the constellation Taurus, the bull. Ishtar 
brought the monster down out of the sky and took it 
to Uruk to lull Gilgamesh. The Bull of Heaven was so 
powerful that one snort from his nose blasted a huge 
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hole into the ground and blew 100 valiant men into 
it. A second snort ripped an even larger hole into the 
ground, and 200 more men fell in. Faced with such 
a powerful creature, Gilgamesh and Enkidu were in 
big trouble. However, the two heroes managed to 
grapple with the bull and, while the former wild man 
controlled it by twisting its tail, Gilgamesh plunged 
his sword into the beast’s neck and killed it. Then 
they ripped out its heart and presented it to the sun 
god, Shamash, as an offering. This act of bravado 
shocked and astounded Ishtar and she went up on the 
great walls of Urulc and began moaning and wailing 
at the loss of the Bull of Heaven. Then she uttered a 
mighty curse against Gilgamesh. When Enkidu heard 
the curse he ripped off the bull’s hindquarters and 
flung it in Ishtar’s face. 9 At the sight of the beast’s 
hindquarters Ishtar assembled all the women from 
her temple, and they began mourning and weeping 
over the hindquarters of the Bull of Heaven. 

Meanwhile, Enkidu and Gilgamesh washed the 
blood of the bull front their hands in the Euphrates 
River and marched triumphantly through the streets, 
where they called out to the great crowd of people 
assembled there, “Who is the bravest of all the men 
of Uruk?” To which the multitude answered, “Gil¬ 
gamesh is the bravest of all the men.” They continued 
their march through the city and the people of Uruk 
sang the praises of Gilgamesh over and over again. 
Then the heroes retired to the palace of Gilgamesh 
for a great victory celebration. 

Later that night Enkidu had a terrible dream in 
which he saw his own death. Because of their mighty 
deeds, he and Gilgamesh had indeed attained great 
fame and their names would be repeated in stories 
and legends long after their deaths. But in an attempt 
to attain immortality through fame they had commit¬ 
ted brazen deeds that had violated the accepted limits 
of human behaviour. The killing of Humbaba and 
the Bull of Heaven angered the gods, who decreed 
that one of the two, Enkidu, would have to pay for 
such audacious acts. Shortly thereafter Enkidu fell 


ill and began to die. As his sickness overtook him he 
cursed the trapper and the woman Shamhat, who had 
tricked him and brought him out of his pristine and 
natural state in the wilderness and led him into the 
world of humans, whose actions were judged by the 
gods. He asked the sun god Shamash to impoverish 
the trapper, causing him to be hungry and destitute. 
For Shamhat, he asked that she live the life of a lowly 


prostitute, always standing in the shadows of the city 
wall looking for customers. He beseeched the sun 
god to cause her to suffer greatly, for her drunk and 
sober customers to slap her cheek, and for the drunk 
to vomit on her clothing. He asked that she reject her 
own children, and that she dwell in the rubbish dumps 
of Uruk. But the sun god did not carry out Enkidu’s 
curses; instead he argued that Enkidu should not curse 



Solar disc representing the sun god Shamash shown suspended on an altar in front of the Babylonian king, 
Nabu-apla-iddina (c.870 BcJ.The disc commemorates the restoration of the Temple of Shamash in the city of Sippar. 
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the trapper and Shamhat because, thanks to them, he 
was able to enjoy the fruits of civilization. Because 
of them he knew the joys of sex, the food and wine 
of kings, beautiful clothes, and the friendship of the 
great Gilgamesh. After hearing the sun god’s defence 
of the trapper and Shamhat, Enkidu realized his errors 
and retracted his curses, and blessed the two who had 
brought him to civilization. 

Before Enkidu died he had another dream, which 
enabled him to glimpse the underworld; a place 
called kurnujjia , “the land of no return”, the place 
where everyone went when they died. In a number 
of modern religions there are two distinct places to 
which a deceased person can go after death: a pleas¬ 
ant place, heaven, and a terrible place of suffering 
and torture, hell. In Mesopotamia there were no 
such options for the deceased; everyone went to the 
same place regardless of their position in society, or 
how they had behaved. According to Enkidu’s dream 
the realm of the dead was not a very pleasant place to 
go, and life on earth was happy and gay by compari¬ 
son. Kurnugia, Enkidu recounted, was a place bereft 
of light from which there was no escape. In kurniigia 
the dead ate clay and drank filthy water, everyone 
wore garments made of feathers like birds, and dwelt 
in darkness. All people, no matter what rank they 
had attained in life, were destined to go to kurnugia 
when they died. In the land of no return Enkidu saw 
great kings waiting on the tables of the gods, humbly 
serving them cooked meats and sweets and pouring 
them water. Although kurnujjia was dark and dreary 
and certainly not a pleasant place to be, it was nev¬ 
ertheless unlike the later New Testament dwelling 
places of the dead and it was certainly not hell, where 
the damned endured all manner of eternal pain and 
suffering. In kurnujjia the dead were in a kind of 
dark and dusty limbo, as if they were “put on hold” 
for eternity. 

When Enkidu first entered the underworld in 
his dream he saw in one corner a pile of discarded 
crowns left there by former kings who, like the 


lowliest paupers of Uruk, ended up in kurnujfia 
when their lives ended. The Mesopotamian under¬ 
world was in sharp contrast to the widely accepted 
Egyptian vision of the realm of the dead (see Chs 11 
and 12), which reflected the Egyptian desire to see 
life on earth continued after death, but without the 
nagging problems normally associated with human 
existence. In most representations of Egyptian 
afterlife there was no sickness, and no want. Egyptian 
tomb paintings depict the tomb owner and his family 
enjoying a leisurely afterlife dressed in fine clothing 
and surrounded by an abundance of food and serv¬ 
ants. They were usually depicted enjoying a carefree 
afterlife, much as a modern person might envision 
an early and well-planned retirement. The Egyptian 
afterlife is more reminiscent of a pleasant beach holi¬ 
day in the Caribbean than any kind of frightening 
post-mortem existence. All eschatological beliefs 
evolve over the centuries, and this was certainly true 
in Mesopotamia. For this reason we occasionally read 
about glimpses of the Mesopotamian afterlife that are 
not quite as negative as the ones presented here. But 
in general, throughout three millennia of Mesopota¬ 
mian civilization, a negative and pessimistic view of 
the underworld prevailed in the minds of the people 
who lived in the Tigris-Euphrates river valley. 

The death of Enkidu came as a great shock to 
Gilgamesh. He was stricken with grief and held his 
dead companion in his arms for seven days and sev¬ 
en nights, refusing to let go of him until maggots 
began to fall from his face. In his grief Gilgamesh 
tore out his hair and threw off his fine robes. Final¬ 
ly, he was forced to accept the reality of his friend’s 
death. Enkidu was given a great funeral and all the 
people of the city of Uruk mourned his passing. He 
was mourned as well by his old friends, the animals. 
Bears, panthers, tigers, wild bulls, water buffalo, ibex, 
lions, and all the many creatures from the wilder¬ 
ness mourned the death of Enkidu. After his funeral 
Gilgamesh had his artisans make a great statue of 
gold, copper, and lapis lazuli in his friend’s memory. 


With the death of Enkidu, Gilgamesh began to ques¬ 
tion his own immortality, saying, “Will I not die? 
Am I not a mortal like Enkidu?” No longer was it 
evident to Gilgamesh that the fame the two heroes 
had established for themselves would be sufficient to 
calm his heart and rid him of his fear of death. Even 
if unborn generations would tell of the mighty deeds 
of Gilgamesh and Enkidu, this was no longer enough 
to satisfy his heart. Like the gods, he wanted real 
immortality: Gilgamesh wanted to live for ever. 

The quest for immortality 

Determined not to meet the same fate as Enkidu, 
Gilgamesh began his quest for eternal life. There 
were only two people who had ever gained eternal 
life: a man named Utnapishtim and his wife. They 
lived in a distant place called “the source of the riv¬ 
ers”, located at the end of the earth. To get there 
Gilgamesh had to travel to Mount Mashu, a moun¬ 
tain so high that it reached up to the celestial vault 
and guarded the place where the sun god emerged 
from beneath the earth every day. When he reached 
the foot of the mountain he encountered the Scor¬ 
pion people, who did not want to let Gilgamesh pass 
to Mount Mashu. As with others before him, they 
tried to discourage Gilgamesh in his quest, but he 
convinced them to let him pass so he could continue 
his journey. From Mount Mashu he crossed into a 
world of darkness, the path that the sun took when 
it set at night and travelled below the flat disc of the 
earth through the underworld. Under the earth it 
was so dark that Gilgamesh could see nothing. He 
travelled for many days in complete blackness, grop¬ 
ing along somewhere under the surface of the earth. 
Finally he emerged into the light of day once again 
and found himself in a magical kingdom called the 
“Jewelled Garden”. In this garden trees were made 
of precious stones, their foliage was of emeralds and 
lapis lazuli, and they bore carnelian as fruit. Passing 
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through the Jewelled Garden, Gilgamesh encoun¬ 
tered a most interesting woman named Siduri, a 
tavern keeper who lived far from civilization, some¬ 
where near the end of the earth. 

Carpe diem 

Siduri is one of the most important characters in the 
Gilgamesh story. It is Siduri who explains the Meso¬ 
potamian philosophy of life and death to Gilgamesh, 
and her message gives us much insight into how the 
people of Mesopotamia viewed themselves and their 
relationship to the gods and the universe. Siduri asks 
Gilgamesh, “Why are you wandering about so?” She 
explains that Gilgamesh will never find the eternal life 
he is seeking because, “When the gods created people 
they allotted death to them and eternal life they held 
back in their own hands”. She advises Gilgamesh to 
eat and drink his fill and be happy every day and every 
night, and make every day a day of rejoicing. Instead 
of worrying about his fate at death Gilgamesh should 
keep his body washed, wear clean clothes, enjoy danc¬ 
ing, enjoy sex with his wife, and attend to the welfare 
of his children. Taking care of the basics, says Siduri, 
is the lot of mankind. 

This simple philosophy represents the essential 
pragmatism and down-to-earth approach to life of 
the people of Mesopotamia: live your life today to 
the fullest and be happy with it. Period. This simple 
carpe diem (Latin meaning “seize the day”) outlook 
contains no complicated philosophical arguments or 
concepts concerning human nature, but only a few 
thoughts about how to get through life while at the 
same time getting something out of it. At this point 
the story is essentially over; Gilgamesh might as well 
go back home to Uruk and pick up the pieces of his 
life. But he refuses to give up his quest for eternal 
life. He decides to make one more attempt to find 
immortality, and continues his search for Utnapish- 
tim 10 and his wife. 


The Abubu, or the great flood 

In the mythical past, humans and gods lived togeth¬ 
er in cities. The humans were noisy and boisterous, 
crashing about making wars, haggling in the mar¬ 
ketplaces, and living in a loud and disturbing man¬ 
ner that prevented the gods from getting any rest. 
Enlil, the most powerful of all the gods, decided to 
exterminate the humans by sending a great flood 
that would drown them all and put an end to their 
noisy behaviour. However, the god of wisdom, Ea, 
warned Utnapishtim, one of the citizens of the city 
of Shuruppak, of the impending disaster. Ea told him 
to tear down his house, build a great ship, and bring 
his family and a few animals with him in order to 
survive the flood. 11 The vessel he was commanded 
to build was not really a boat or ship, but more like 
a huge cube that measured about 60m on each side. 
It has been suggested that the cubic form may have 
represented some kind of theological allusion to the 
ziggurat of Shuruppak. 12 According to the story, 
Utnapishtim gathered about him all of the craftsmen 
necessary for the task and built the structure. When 
the huge craft was finished a celebration was held 
for his family and all the workers. He then loaded 
the ship with his farm animals, his family, and the 
craftsmen, and they waited inside for the great flood 
to begin. 

The flood began when Nergal, the god of the un¬ 
derworld, pulled out the masts that supported the 
heavens above the earth, and caused the water-laden 
heavens to fall from the sky. More water was released 
when Ninurta, the god of war, caused the canals and 
dykes to overflow. Then, the gods of the assembly 
lifted up their lightning torches, illuminating the 
earth and the skies, and the land was shattered “like 
a broken pot”. The story recounts how everyone on 
land was caught in the torrents of water and per¬ 
ished. The force of the flood storm was so powerful 
that even the gods themselves fled into the upper 
reaches of the sky, and cowered like frightened dogs 


as the storm raged on. As the noisy human beings 
perished the gods realized the seriousness of their 
mistake and were sorry for what they had done. Feel¬ 
ing great remorse, they wept together. After seven 
days and nights the flood stopped and all was quiet. 
Utnapishtim looked out from his boat and saw that 
all of humankind “had turned to clay”. 

According to the story, as the waters subsided the 
boat came to rest on Mount Nimush, somewhere 
in the Zagros mountains. The boat rested on the 
mountain for seven days before Utnapishtim sent 
out a dove to test the land and determine if it was 
suitably dry to descend from the boat. But finding 
no place to land the dove came back. Next he sent 
out a swallow, but the swallow also returned to him. 
Finally, Utnapishtim released a raven, which found 
food and did not return. At this point he released all 
the animals and offered a sacrifice to the gods. When 
the gods smelled the sweet savour of burning animal 
flesh “they gathered over it like flies”, because they 
were very hungry. Originally human beings had been 
created to feed the gods, freeing them front work, so 
that they could enjoy a life ofleisure and not have to 
toil for their food. When the gods killed all the people 
in the great flood, their food offerings stopped. The 
gods were glad that a few people had survived the 
great catastrophe, since they still had human servants 
who could once again make food sacrifices to them. 

It is obvious that there are a number of simi¬ 
larities between the story of the great flood in the 
Gilgamesh Epic , and the story of Noah 13 and the 
Ark found in the Bible in the Book of Genesis. Both 
stories state that the divine powers were unhappy 
with the behaviour of human beings, and wanted to 
destroy them. In each story one man and his family 
were commanded to construct a large vessel of wood 
that could withstand the coming deluge. According 
to their descriptions, neither the biblical boat (ark) 
of Noah, nor the boat of the Gilgamesh Epic appear 
to have been very seaworthy, particularly when 
compared to other ancient sailing craft. In the Noah 
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story it rained for 40 days and 40 nights, while in the 
Gilgamesh story the flood lasted seven days and nights. 
Both boats land in mountainous regions: Noah’s in 
the mountains of Ararat (Urartu), and Utnapishtim’s 
on Mount Nimush. Both Noah and Utnapishtim 
made sacrifices after leaving their respective vessels. 
One of the most interesting points of comparison 
between the two stories is the bird episodes. Utnap¬ 
ishtim sent out a dove, a swallow, and a raven, in that 
order, before descending from his ship. Noah first 
sent a raven, which did not return to the ark. Then, 
at seven-day intervals, he sent out three doves before 
determining that the post-diluvian conditions were 
hospitable enough to descend from the ark. Scholars 
have known for some time that many of the stories in 
the Old Testament of the Bible were borrowed from, 
or in some way influenced by, non-biblical sources, 
and the flood story from the Gilgamesh Epic is a clear 
example of this. This is not to say that the Old Tes¬ 
tament writers copied the flood story from the epic 
word for word. But the Gilgamesh Epic was widely 
known in the ancient Near East and parts of it were 
integrated into the Old Testament some time during 
the first millennium bc 

Because they survived the great flood, Utnapishtim 
and his wife were ordered to kneel down in front 
of the great god Enlil, whereupon he touched their 
foreheads and bestowed upon them eternal life. 
From that time on they were allowed to dwell far 
away at “the source of the rivers”. It was there that 
Gilgamesh encountered them and said that he, too, 
wanted immortality. But Utnapishtim explained that 
he was not a god, and could not make Gilgamesh 
immortal. Gilgamesh had no choice but to give 
up his quest and return home. Just as the dejected 
Gilgamesh was casting off in his boat for his return 
voyage to Mesopotamia, Utnapishtim’s wife pleaded 
with her husband to give Gilgamesh something for 
his effort, so his search would not have been in vain. 
So it was that Utnapishtim told Gilgamesh of a magi¬ 
cal plant at the bottom of the sea that he could eat 


when he was old, and it would restore him to youth 
once again. 14 So Gilgamesh went to the sea, plunged 
down into the waters and retrieved the plant. At last 
he had something to show for his effort. He placed 
the magic plant in his pouch and began the long, 
dusty walk back towards the city of Urulc. On the 
way home Gilgamesh stopped to bathe in the cool 
waters of a spring. He removed his pouch and cloth¬ 
ing, and while he was splashing about in the water a 
serpent smelled the fragrance of the plant, stole the 
plant from the pouch, and swallowed it. Too late, 
Gilgamesh discovered the theft, and as the serpent 
slithered away Gilgamesh saw it slough off its old skin 
and become young once again. 

Now Gilgamesh had nothing from his quest. Or 
did he? Even though the chance to obtain immortal¬ 
ity had slipped away from him, he had gained much 
valuable experience and knowledge about the world. 
Now he was older and wiser and had been forced 
to come to terms with life and death. His quest for 
immortality through fame had backfired. He may 
have performed great and notable deeds, but he also 
angered the gods and lost his friend in the process. 
His quest for true immortality, like that of the gods, 
was an even more daring and audacious undertaking; 
it defied human nature itself. To be human is to be 
mortal: to have a beginning and an end to our time 
on earth. Any attempt to modify things only offends 
the gods and brings down their wrath. In the end 
Gilgamesh accepted the finite limits of his life and 
turned his energies to the lasting things he could do 
in his role as the king of Urulc. This is symbolized in 
the story by Gilgamesh’s greatest accomplishment - 
the massive and enduring wall of Uruk, 8 m high and 
9km long - to which the story returns. In the final 
lines, Gilgamesh is advised to go up on the wall of the 
mighty city, to examine its foundations, and inspect 
its brickwork. Even the core of the wall was made of 
burned brick; it was a marvel of construction tech¬ 
nique and engineering. After all, the story asks, “Did 
not the seven sages of old lay its foundations?” 
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technology: 
astronomy and 
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Mesopotamia 
and Egypt 


PARTI: ASTRONOMY 

While Egypt has many spectacular stone monu¬ 
ments and beautiful tomb paintings that still dazzle 
the modern viewer, Mesopotamia cannot boast the 
same spectacular material remains. Mesopotamian 
civilization did indeed produce many fine works of 
art and architecture, but the statues and paintings, 
and the beautiful glazed-brick ziggurats that once 
dotted the countryside are now only dusty ruins. 
However, the Mesopotamians excelled in the realm 
of celestial knowledge, and although a number of 
ancient civilizations, such as China, 1 also had an 
interest in astronomy, Mesopotamia was the birth¬ 
place of scientific astronomy, the oldest of all the 
sciences, as well as astrology, one of humanity’s 
oldest religious beliefs. Even though the validity of 
astrology has been rejected by the Western scien¬ 
tific community in recent centuries, one of the most 
important vestiges of ancient Near East civilization 
that still survives in the modern world can be found 
in any daily newspaper: the horoscope. Astrology 
has changed over the past three millennia, but what 
is known today as “astrology” would have been rec¬ 
ognizable to an educated person living in Babylonia 
or Assyria hundreds of years before the time of Jesus 
or Julius Caesar. The basis of much of astrology was 
established some 2500 years ago, and the earliest 
astrological elements can be traced as far back as the 
second millennium bc. 


Celestial divination 

The word divination comes front the Latin divinatio 
and means “to guess”. In English, divination is often 
referred to as “fortune-telling”. Divination offers 
some revealing insights into the thoughts of ancient 
Mesopotamians and it represents one of the high 
points of intellectual development in the ancient 
Near East. 2 In Mesopotamia it was believed that the 
gods left signs in nature as a way of warning their 
human subjects about what they were planning to 
do in the future. By analysing flights of birds, or by 
studying the patterns of drops of oil poured into 
water, clues concerning the future behaviour of the 
gods could be obtained. 3 One of the most popular 
ways of divining the future was by examining the 
livers and intestines of sacrificial sheep (see illustra¬ 
tion opposite). The baru, a priest who specialized 
in divination, would remove and examine the liver 
of a sheep, and attempt to find signs concerning the 
future by looking for abnormalities on it. Over many 
centuries fortune-tellers developed a specialized ter¬ 
minology to refer to all the important parts of the 
sacrificial animal, and recorded and stored thousands 
of omen texts concerning their divinatory investiga¬ 
tions in temple libraries throughout Mesopotamia. 4 
The divination priests were not interested in any 
modern scientific reasons why the sacrificial animal’s 
liver or intestines were abnormal or sick, or why one 
part was swollen or discoloured or in the wrong 
location. Instead, they believed that such things were 
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Model of a sheep's liver inscribed with omens and magical 
formulae for use by diviners, Last Babylonian Dynasty. Clay, 8cm 
x 13cm.(British Museum) 


placed on the animal’s internal organs by the gods to 
provide signs for them so that they could know the 
future and perform the proper religious rituals to 
avoid any unwanted consequences. 

There were a number of things that divination 
priests could observe and interpret. The observation 
of thunder and lightning, clouds, flights of birds, 
bright spots on the lungs of a sacrificial sheep, or the 
birth of malformed animals, such as a two-headed 
lamb with eight legs, were unexpected signs from 
the gods that were charged with meaning. There was 
one other form of divination that was known by the 
First Dynasty of Babylon, around the 18th century 
bc, and became widespread by the beginning of the 
first millennium bc: celestial divination - looking at 
the heavens for signs from the gods. 5 If sheep entrails, 
storm clouds, and deformed animals contained clues 
about the future, then surely the stars must contain 
their share of insights into the future as well. Celes¬ 
tial divination had a long and interesting history in 


Mesopotamia, and somehow (this remains unclear 
to Assyriologists) it developed into an early form of 
astrology. Astrology may be defined as the pseudo¬ 
science that pretends to enable people to understand 
the influences of the sun, moon, and stars on earth¬ 
ly affairs and predict future events. 6 Two types of 
astrology developed in Mesopotamia: an early form 
called omen astrology that was practised front about 
1800 bc, and a later, more sophisticated form called 
horoscopic astrology that developed after 500 bc . 7 

Omen astrology: writing in the heavens 

Only a few celestial observation texts are known 
from the beginning of the second millennium bc. 
One of the oldest divinatory texts based on celestial 
observations comes from the Old Babylonian period 
and explains that if the north wind blows across 
the face of the sky before the new moon then “the 
wheat will grow abundantly”. Or, if the lunar cal¬ 
endar does not begin on the first day of the month 
because of a miscalculation then what the texts refer 
to as “shaking” (some form of epilepsy) will descend 
upon the land. 8 The structure of this passage adheres 
to the standard formula “if such and such a thing 
is seen in nature, then such and such a thing will 
happen in the future”. All divination texts, whether 
they were used to observe the livers of sheep, inter¬ 
pret dreams, or look at the heavens, used the same 
formula. First, something strange or extraordinary, 
such as an eclipse or the birth of a deformed ani¬ 
mal, shocked the observer and warned of impending 
danger. After observing such an event the diviner 
would consult one of the lists of omens to deter¬ 
mine its meaning. Collections of omens (the word 
is Latin for “warning”) served as reference works 
for diviners attempting to understand what they had 
observed and which predictions they should make. 
The Enuma Anu Enlil was the major celestial div¬ 
ination collection; it contained over 7000 omens, 


and served as the principal reference work used by 
celestial fortune-tellers. 

Even though diviners made predictions based on 
celestial objects and phenomena, they were not, in 
the strictest sense of the word, astrologers. In fact, 
there was no word in Akkadian to designate either 
“astrologer” or “astronomer”. Instead, those who 
practised celestial fortune-telling were designated 
“scribes of the Enuma Anu Enlil meaning scribes 
of celestial divination omens. Omen astrology was not 
concerned with the lives of individuals, but with the 
general welfare of the king, the land, and its people. 
Wars, plagues, and the state of the harvest were the 
primary concerns of omen astrologers. 9 

In the Late Assyrian period, after 750 bc, omen 
astrology was practised by a select group of men who 
received special training for the task and worked for 
the king. 10 The Assyrians established a large and 
well-organized network of celestial observation 
posts that operated in about a dozen cities in Assyria 
and Babylonia (see map of centres of celestial obser¬ 
vation and divination, overleaf). Each observation 
post had a team of ten men who “kept watch” for 
eclipses, halos around the moon, conjunctions of 
planets, meteors, and so on. Once something impor¬ 
tant was seen, celestial observers searched through 
the Enuma Anu Enlil to find similar occurrences 
in the past and the omens that accompanied them. 
This information was then recorded on a small clay 
tablet and sent to the capital, where court schol¬ 
ars and divination informed the king of the omens 
and discussed their meanings with him. The men 
who made the observations were highly educated 
ummanu (masters) of the divinatory discipline. By 
today’s standards they would be considered academ¬ 
ics, the equivalent of research scientists or university 
professors. 

For their work they were paid a few measures of 
silver a year, and given a plot of land, a few serv¬ 
ants, and some farm animals. Practising the diviner’s 
art was not always easy and the masters sometimes 
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criticized each other for making bad observations or 
faulty interpretations. One celestial diviner writes to 
the king that an omen sent by one of his colleagues 
was “nonsense” and that the king should ignore 
it. 11 There appears to have been fierce competition 
between celestial diviners, since the one who could 


impress the king with the most accurate predictions 
would rise to a position of power and influence. Even 
though omen astrologers did not live in the palace 
complex of the Assyrian king, they were, neverthe¬ 
less, near the centre of political power and had great 
influence on the king and the decisions he took. 12 


The substitute king ritual 

The Assyrian Icing had numerous religious duties and 
functions that he had to fulfil as the representative 
of the people before the gods. If something terri¬ 
ble was predicted by the celestial diviners, the king 
was required to make special sacrifices or prayers to 
avoid evil consequences for the land. An eclipse of 
the moon could be very dangerous for the king and 
the nation. In order to avoid the consequences of 
an evil eclipse the king was sometimes temporarily 
removed from the throne and replaced by a substitute 
until the danger had passed. 13 This was called the 
sharpuhi (substitute king ritual), and in it the legiti¬ 
mate king and a temporary substitute king exchanged 
roles. The substitute was generally someone who was 
expendable, a prisoner of war, a criminal, or a politi¬ 
cal enemy of the king. Once the real king had been 
removed from the throne he lost his kingly status, 
was referred to as a “peasant”, and withdrew from his 
official duties for a period of 3-100 days. 

The substitute Icing was dressed in the king’s robes, 
provided with a queen, and seated on the throne. 
Various measures were taken once the substitute was 
on the throne to make certain that all the evil effects 
of the eclipse would fall on him and his queen. This 
included writing down the eclipse omen and making 
sure it was recited by the substitute. In some cases the 
omen tablet was even attached to the hem of his robe, 
to ensure that the evil that was originally destined 
for the true king was directed towards the substitute. 
When it was considered that the danger was past, the 
substitute and his queen were killed, taking with them 
the evil effects of the eclipse. Afterwards, the real king 
was returned to the throne. 

For a long time the substitute king ritual had to 
be performed after an eclipse had taken place, since 
the celestial diviners did not know how to determine 
when lunar eclipses would occur. But by the eighth 
century bc, celestial diviners had devised arithmeti¬ 
cal schemes that enabled them to know the months 



Old Babylonian period to the Neo-Babylonian period (1800-539 bc). 
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when an eclipse was possible, and thus predict lunar, 
but not solar, eclipses. Such knowledge would have 
greatly increased the prestige of a celestial diviner, 
who could warn the king and have him removed from 
the throne before the eclipse took place. 14 

The lunar calendar 

Throughout its long history the principal Mesopo¬ 
tamian calendar was based on the moon. There are 
three good reasons for choosing the moon. First, the 
moon is easily visible in the night sky and its light 
is much gentler to look upon than that of the sun. 
Secondly, the moon changes its shape every day, 
always expanding or contracting. With a little prac¬ 
tice anyone can determine what day of the month it is 
simply by looking up into the night sky. Thirdly, after 
each lunar cycle the moon disappears for one or two 
days. This means that there is a clear break between 
each lunar period when the moon is absent from the 
sky and only the stars and planets are visible. 

In Mesopotamia the calendar was based on 12 
lunar periods (moons), or months. Even though the 
lunar calendar is very convenient to use, it has several 
serious shortcomings, which puzzled calendar-makers 
and celestial observers for centuries. The first of these 
is that the lunar month can vary in length, and it is 
difficult to determine when it will be 29 or 30 days 
long. Secondly, 12 lunar months make a year of only 
354 days, 11 days short of the solar year, which is 
slightly less than 365% days long. Since the solar year 
and the lunar year are not the same length, after three 
years a lunar calendar would have been more than 
one month ahead of the solar year. If this discrep¬ 
ancy were to be allowed to continue, the seasons and 
the agricultural cycle of ploughing, sowing, and har¬ 
vesting would be noticeably behind that of the lunar 
calendar. Such a shifting calendar was not very prac¬ 
tical, and some kind of system had to be developed 
to synchronize these two cycles and bring them into 


harmony. The problem was overcome by adding an 
extra month to the calendar every three years. The 
extra months were called the second Ululu or a sec¬ 
ond Adciru depending on what time of the year they 
were added to the calendar. In the first millennium bc 
a more refined system was developed in which seven 
intercalary lunar months were added over a period of 
19 solar years. 15 

In the Babylonian calendar days were not named 
(Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, etc.); instead, each 
day was numbered. There was no designation for 
week, and nor were there any calendrical units longer 
than one year. 

Understanding the lunar month 

To be practical, a month must contain a whole 
number of days, and each day must begin and end 
at the same time. Since the lunar month can be 
either 29 or 30 days in length, the major problem 
for Mesopotamian calendar-makers was determining 
when months would begin and end. The only way 
to know when the new month began was to observe 
the moon’s first crescent after its monthly period of 
invisibility. In most civilizations in the Mediterranean 
and ancient Near East, with the exception of Egypt, 
the first day of the month began in the evening with 
the appearance of the diin lunar crescent, as it became 
visible in the west shortly after sunset. Locating the 
moon on the first day of the month was not always 
easy. At first visibility the moon shows a thin cres¬ 
cent that is often close to the horizon, where clouds, 
dust storms, and fog can obscure the sky, making it 
difficult, or impossible, to see. 16 Because the Meso¬ 
potamian calendar was based on the observation of 
the first lunar crescent, someone had to go out and 
look for the moon and verify that it was actually vis¬ 
ible. Observing the lunar crescent and establishing 
the first day of the month was of critical importance 
in maintaining the calendar. It was for this reason, 



Observing the first lunar crescent on the western horizon just 
after sunset permitted celestial observers to determine the first 
day of the month. 


as well as divination, that celestial diviners watched 
the skies for a glimpse of the slim lunar crescent to 
verify that the new month had indeed begun. If the 
crescent moon was seen at the right time it was a 
good omen, but if they missed seeing it on the first 
day, the calendar would be off, causing confusion 
for the country’s religious and commercial activities. 
Numerous astrological reports written to the Assyr¬ 
ian court mention with joy that the crescent moon 
was seen on the first day of the month, while others 
mention that the moon was not seen on the first day, 
an unlucky situation. 17 

The ideal month 

The moon was not just a calendrical object; it was 
also a major deity who was worshipped and vener¬ 
ated. The name of the moon, Sin, was written with 
the number 30; and the ideal month also contained 
30 days. Along with the irregular lunar calendar the 
people of Mesopotamia created another calendar that 
was not based on any celestial objects such as the 
sun or the moon. This “ideal calendar” contained 
12 months of 30 days each, thus corresponding to 
the mystical number of the moon, while at the same 
time avoiding the inability to understand the com¬ 
plexities of lunar motion. This calendar did away 
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with the inconsistencies that hindered and confused 
the business community, but it never replaced the 
lunar calendar as the principal time-keeping sys¬ 
tem of Mesopotamia. After many centuries of use, 
Mesopotamian calendar-makers were able to under¬ 
stand lunar motion and created a calendar that could 
be synchronized with the seasons. Still, their calendar 
was always difficult to keep in step with the seasons 
and the solar year, and it remained cumbersome and 
erratic for much of their history. 


Naming the constellations 

The rising and setting of constellations at different 
times of the year may have helped farmers to deter¬ 
mine the best time to plant their crops as far back as 
the sixth millennium bc, and perhaps even earlier. 
Star formations such as Leo, represented by a lion, 
or Taurus in the form of a bull (see Ch. 8), were 
known by the same animal shapes and names in the 
third millennium bc as they are today. It is indicative 
of the importance of the celestial legacy of ancient 
Mesopotamia that not a single constellation name 
from ancient Egypt survives on modern star charts, 
but numerous star formations can be traced back to 
their Mesopotamian origins. 18 Although there are 
good reasons to believe that they named a number 
of individual stars and constellations, Egyptologists 
are able to identify only a handful of star formations 
from original Egyptian sources. 19 In comparison, the 
night sky is dotted with numerous star formations 
whose original forms, names, and even their religious 
or mythological meanings, were assigned to them by 
star-watchers along the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers 
thousands of years ago. 20 We know that sky-watchers 
in ancient Egypt also had a keen interest in watching 
and naming the stars and planets, and used them for 
time-keeping, and calendrical and religious purposes. 
But what caused the people of Mesopotamia to even¬ 
tually develop astrology and astronomy? 


The zodiac and astrology 

Throughout the more than 1000-year period that 
omen astrology was practised in Mesopotamia, 
celestial diviners did not identify the zodiac, the band 
of 12 zones represented by constellations that form 
the background of stars through which the planets, 
the sun, and the moon appear to move. The zodiac 
is a major element in the kind of astrology that is 
practised today, and includes astrological signs such as 
Aries, Taurus, Gemini, and so on. The zodiac (which 
is Greek meaning “little animals”) was first used for 
divination purposes in Mesopotamia sometime after 
500 bc, along with a form of astrology that empha¬ 
sized the individual instead of the king and national 
affairs. 21 A small number of basic and somewhat prim¬ 
itive horoscopes recorded on clay tablets have been 
found in Mesopotamia. The earliest of these can be 
dated to 29 April 409 bc . 22 This text is similar to a 
modern horoscope in a number of ways. It gives the 
time of birth of the individual, and the location of 
the planets and the moon in the constellations of the 
zodiac. It concludes by indicating to the newborn 
infant that “things will be good for you”: an opti¬ 
mistic, if not very detailed prediction for the infant’s 
start in life. 


Horoscopic astrology 

Fully developed “horoscopic astrology” did not exist 
until ideas about celestial divination from Mesopota¬ 
mia were influenced by Greek philosophical ideas in 
the fourth century BC. 23 True horoscopic astrology 
is actually a mixture of Assyro-Babylonian astrology 
and a number of Greek philosophical concepts. 24 The 
Greeks thought that the heavenly spheres above and 
the earth below interacted with each other creating 
a cause-and-effect relationship. This is not to say 
that all Greek philosophers knew about, or believed 
in, astrology, but certain ideas they expressed about 
the nature of the universe were necessary before 
horoscopic astrology could fully develop. In this 
new type of astrology there were a number of sub¬ 
tle changes and refinements. The major difference 
between Mesopotamian astrology and later Greek 
astrology was that the stars and planets no longer 
gave signs or warnings about future events; instead, 
they actually caused them to take place. 25 It is this 
new concept of cause and effect that so dramatically 
separates the old Near Eastern astrology from the 
astrology of the Greeks. This new form of “astral 
determinism” eventually made its way west, where it 
was widely practised in Rome, and later in Christian 
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Europe. It also spread eastwards to India, where it 
had a profound influence on the development 
of astronomy and astrology on the Indian sub¬ 
continent. 26 

Babylonian astronomy 

While astrology attempts to understand the supposed 
influence of heavenly objects on human behaviour, 
astronomy is the scientific study and measurement 
of celestial objects and phenomena. In the ancient 
Near East, no clear distinction was made between 
the two. The worshipping of sky gods, the naming 
of constellations, and the ability to distinguish the 
planets from fixed stars, does not constitute scien¬ 
tific astronomy. Astronomy may be defined as “that 
science which provides a mathematical description 
of the motion and behaviour of celestial objects”. 
Because astronomy provides mathematical models 
for determining the motion of celestial objects, as¬ 
tronomers can predict where they will be located at 
any time without recourse to observation. This means 
that by using a mathematical formula, an astronomer 
can determine the location of celestial objects even on 
cloudy nights when the sides are covered, or during 
daylight hours when only the sun is visible. 

The application of scientific astronomy is evident 
in the solution to the problem of the length of the 
month, and predicting when the new crescent moon 
would appear. Sometime after 500 bc, the Babylon¬ 
ians devised arithmetical schemes that calculated 
the motion of the sun, the moon, the planets, and 
the constellations, and recorded them on tables 
that could be consulted by astronomers. This ena¬ 
bled them to accurately determine the length of the 
month, predict lunar eclipses, and find any planet 
in any zodiacal constellation in the heavens. After 
a centuries-long tradition of celestial observation in 
the Tigris-Euphrates river valley, scientific astrono¬ 
my and a sophisticated form of zodiacal astrology 


appeared. The reasons why these two developed 
are not entirely clear, but one thing seems certain: 
Babylonian mathematical astronomy is the corner¬ 
stone of all other forms of modern scientific enquiry, 
and is one of the most important achievements of 
Mesopotamian civilization. 27 

Astronomy and astrology in Egypt 

Although many popular books over the past century 
have repeatedly claimed that the Egyptians possessed 
a highly developed astronomy and astrology, these 
claims are incorrect. Compared to Mesopotamian 
civilization, Egyptian accomplishments in the area of 
celestial knowledge were important, but somewhat 
less impressive. 28 Nevertheless, they did make use 
of their observational knowledge of astronomy dur¬ 
ing the construction of the pyramids (see Ch. 11) to 
align the four sides of these great burial structures 
on true or celestial north, and the cardinal points 
of the compass. To accomplish this feat, pyramid 
builders used the northern, or circumpolar, stars to 
determine the location of the celestial north pole. 29 
They did this centuries before the invention of the 
magnetic compass, which, in any case, would have 
been less accurate than the measurements made by 
the pyramid builders. However, historians of sci¬ 
ence have tended to view this technique as being 
less sophisticated than other forms of astronomical 
knowledge, arguing that using the stars to determine 
true north required only a familiarity with the circu¬ 
lar movement of the stars in the northern portions 
of the heavens, and not a highly developed knowl¬ 
edge of mathematics nor any advanced theories of 
stellar motion. What was required was to note the 
rising point of one of the northern stars and its sub¬ 
sequent setting point some time later. Bisecting the 
angle between the rising and setting points yields 
celestial, or true north. Wooden instruments called a 
bay and a merqet , that could have been used for this 


purpose have been found. 30 Although many tem¬ 
ples were dedicated to celestial deities in Assyria and 
Babylonia, there is no clear evidence that celestial 
objects were ever used, as they were in Egypt, to ori¬ 
ent structures towards true north or any of the other 
cardinal directions. 

Pyramid shafts 

The claim that some of the shafts in the Khufu Pyra¬ 
mid (see Ch. 11) were used as “tunnels” that were 
aimed at the polar star so that the shape and angles 
of the structure could be maintained by the builders 
during construction is likewise unsubstantiated by the 
evidence. 31 Since the 19th century one of the most 
widely believed legends about the pyramids has been 
that the star Alpha Draconis (Thuban) was used by 
Egyptian architects to align the pyramids on true 
celestial north. It was imagined that architects would 
position themselves at the bottom of the descending 
passage, deep in the Khufu Pyramid, and when look¬ 
ing up they could see the star Thuban and use it as a 
kind of celestial reference point to help them control 
the shape of the pyramid structure. But research using 
sophisticated computer programs that can recreate 
the positions of the stars in the sky at the time the 
pyramids were built, has shown that the descending 
passage pointed to no important star that could have 
been used for alignment purposes. 32 

The pyramids were built with great precision. 
Casing stones were fitted tightly together with great 
care, and the exterior angles were highly accurate. But 
fitting stones together properly and chiselling them to 
smooth and precise angles has more to do with good 
planning by the architects and correct deployment of 
skilful stonemasons than it does with the stars. There 
can be little doubt that circumpolar stars were used 
to orient the pyramids towards true north, but all 
other talk of alignments is open to question or simply 
unfounded. Some over-eager pyramid enthusiasts still 
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Sighting the rising and setting points of a star on the horizon 
using a low wall and the merqet and bay instruments to 
determine true celestial north. 


insist that these great stone structures were storehous¬ 
es of astrological and astronomical knowledge. How¬ 
ever, royal pyramid building ended in Egypt around 
1800 bc, more than 1000 years before the zodiac 
was developed, and long before the birth of either 
horoscopic astrology or mathematical astronomy. 
Nevertheless, during the Pyramid Age the Egyptians 
did have a keen interest in the heavens. They wor¬ 
shipped the sun as the god Re, and they believed that 
the deceased king accompanied the sun god on his 
daily voyage across the skies. Sometimes the deceased 
king was perceived as a rower in the solar boat help¬ 
ing to row the sun across the heavens, while at other 
times he is seen as the captain of the boat. Religious 
passages called the Pyramid Texts , inscribed in the 
burial chamber of 5th Dynasty King Unas, speak of 
the Icing as becoming one of the northern stars in the 
afterlife. 33 But worshipping celestial deities does not 
constitute either astronomy or astrology, any more 
than worshipping the Nile River would have made the 
Egyptians hydraulic engineers. This level of interest 
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in the heavens corresponds to what historians of sci¬ 
ence refer to as “shepherd’s astronomy”, practised 
to some extent by many ancient civilizations around 
the world, but it did not constitute any kind of exact 
science. Despite their relatively modest understanding 
of the heavens, ancient Egyptian sky-watchers were 
skilled celestial observers who fulfilled a number of 
important and useful functions in Egyptian society, 34 
and their calendrical and time-keeping legacies are 
with us to this very day. Even though the Egyptians 
developed a solar cult, and the star Sirius and the 
moon were important deities, the planets had neither 
the same religious importance they had in Mesopota¬ 
mia, nor temples devoted to them. 

The Egyptians seem to have had less interest than 
the Mesopotamians in cataloguing and recording the 
movements of celestial objects. Few celestial obser¬ 
vation texts are known front Egypt before the third 
century bc, and there is little evidence of the earlier 
type of celestial divination known as “omen astrol¬ 
ogy”, similar to that of Mesopotamia, until the sec¬ 
ond or third century ad . 35 The Egyptians eventually 
adopted astrology after the Persian and the Greek 
conquests. Most astrological texts from Egypt are 
front the Roman period. 

The earliest writings of an Egyptian astronomer 
and astrologer come from a nobleman and scribe 
named Harkltebi, who lived around 250 bc. Harkhebi 
wrote that, “clear-eyed”, he made regular observa¬ 
tions of the unerring stars to determine the future. 
Much of what he says shows a clear Mesopotamian in¬ 
fluence. The famous low-relief sculpture of the zodiac 
found at the Temple of Dendera, which was once 
thought to contain ancient Egyptian astronomical 
wisdom, was fashioned about 30 bc, three centuries 
after the Greeks conquered Egypt. While it contains 
authentic forms of Egyptian astronomy, the signs of 
the zodiac are Egyptianized copies of Babylonian 
and Assyrian zodiacal figures, some of which were 
known in Mesopotamia as early as the second mil¬ 
lennium BC. 


In their writings the Egyptians made numerous 
references to the sun, the moon, and the stars, but 
they left the names of only a few identifiable constel¬ 
lations, the five planets visible to the unaided eye, 
and lists of 36 decanal stars used for telling the time. 
Unlike Mesopotamia, there is no indication that the 
moon and planets were systematically observed and 
recorded over long periods of time, or that there 
existed a network of celestial observation posts in 
the Nile river valley staffed by trained observers. 
In addition, collections that contained the techni¬ 
cal terms necessary for specialized knowledge of the 
heavens that could be consulted for reference pur¬ 
poses were unknown in ancient Egypt. 

Why the Egyptians showed less interest than the 
Mesopotamians in astrology and astronomy is un¬ 
clear, but it may be because, unlike the peoples of 
Mesopotamia, the Egyptians were less interested in 
divination or fortune-telling. The underlying concept 
of divination, which maintained that the gods placed 
messages and warnings in natural phenomena that 
could then be detected and understood by trained 


divination specialists, was not a well-developed con¬ 
cept in Egyptian religion. Instead, the Egyptians seem 
to have placed more emphasis on rites performed in 
the temples by highly skilled priests, who, according 
to at least one Egyptologist, were primarily interested 
in repeating the orderly past, and not in searching out 
answers concerning the future. 36 

The calendar and astronomy 

For centuries, celestial observers and calendar-makers 
in Mesopotamia attempted to understand the mys¬ 
teries of lunar motion, and how the lunar calendar 
could be synchronized with the seasons and the solar 
year. The need for a better understanding of the lunar 
calendar and knowing when to add an extra month 
so the calendar would be in line with the solar year 
may have led to a more sophisticated mathemati¬ 
cal understanding of lunar motion. 37 In contrast, 
the Egyptians relied on their 365-day civil calendar 
and placed less emphasis on developing a system on 


The Zodiac of Dendera 
showing a number of the 
signs of the zodiac (some 
signs are not shown), 
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intercalary months to bring the lunar calendar in line 
with the solar year and the season. 

The civil calendar 

The Egyptians had several calendars. Two of the most 
important were the lunar calendar and the 365-day 
civil calendar. The Egyptians avoided the problems of 
attempting to calculate the lunar year and bring it in 
line with the solar year by creating a “civil calendar”, 
which some have claimed was the most intelligent cal¬ 
endar ever made. 38 The civil calendar was composed 
of 12 months of 30 days each, plus five additional 
(“epagomenal”) days that were added on at the end 
of the year, making a 365-day calendar. This made it 
just one quarter day short of the length of the solar 
year (36514 days). Even though the civil calendar was 
the principal business and administrative calendar in 
use throughout their history, the Egyptians kept the 
lunar calendar to regulate religious functions such as 
festivals and ceremonies. 

The lunar calendar 

The oldest Egyptian calendar was based on the moon. 
Like the calendar-makers of Mesopotamia or any 
society that used a lunar calendar, Egyptian calendar- 
makers occasionally had to make certain adjustments 
to keep the lunar calendar synchronized with the 
cycle of the seasons. As in Mesopotamia, the Egyp¬ 
tians found a solution to this problem by using the 
bright star Sirius to help them determine when the 
lunar cycle had fallen behind and when it was time to 
add an extra month. Sirius was a very convenient and 
meaningful celestial object for the Egyptians since it 
appeared just before sunrise each year about the same 
time the waters of the Nile River began to rise prior to 
its annual flood (illustrated p. 5). When the first dim 
light of Sirius began to emerge in the pre-dawn light 



The disappearance of the lunar crescent just before sunrise 
marked the beginning of the Egyptian lunar month. 


of the sun it signalled the beginning of the New Year, 
and the Egyptians referred to Sirius as “the opener of 
the year; the inundation”. They also realized that if die 
last lunar month, called wep-renpet, occurred before 
the New Year, the lunar calendar was still accurate. 
However, if the calendar had already slipped into the 
first month of the New Year, it was time to add an extra 
month to the calendar. 

Unlike other lunar calendars in the ancient Near 
East, the Egyptian lunar month began after the disap¬ 
pearance of the last thin crescent of the waning moon 
in the eastern sky, just before sunrise. 

Thoth and Khons 

The moon was associated with a number of Egyptian 
deities, the most prominent one being Thoth, the 
god of scribes and learning. Thoth had a cult centre 
at the city of Hermopolis in Middle Egypt, and was 
usually represented in paintings and sculptures as 
a man with the head of an ibis bird or as a seated 
baboon with a lunar disc on his head. The moon 
god Khons (or Khonsu) was represented in art as a 
young man in the form of a mummy. On his head 
he wore a crown shaped like a crescent moon, which 
held a complete lunar disc. The name Khons means 


“traveller,” referring to his monthly journey across 
the sky as the ever-changing moon. Khons was a god 
of lesser importance than the great Egyptian deities 
Amun or Osiris. His lower status is perhaps reflected 
in the fact that few large temples were ever built for 
him. Unlike Sin, their Mesopotamian counterpart 
(see Ch. 7), the followers of Thoth and Khons never 
attempted to overthrow the established hierarchy of 
gods. Three of the most important days in the lunar 
month were the day Khons was conceived, the day he 
was born, and the day he reached maturity at the hill 
moon. These may be interpreted as the day when the 
moon is invisible in the sun’s bright light, the evening 
of the first crescent visibility, and the day of the hill 
moon when it reaches its maximum size. 39 

Egyptian interest concentrated on the early morn¬ 
ing rising of celestial objects on the eastern horizon. 40 
Egyptian religious beliefs maintained that the east was 
the direction of birth and resurrection, while the west 
was the direction of disappearance and death. The 
sun, the stars (including Sirius), and the planets rose 
in the east and were reborn. Anything that set below 
the western horizon met its end and died. This belief is 
reflected in the location of mortuary complexes on the 
west bank of the Nile River. Because the east was the 
direction of rebirth in the Egyptian calendar, the lunar 
month began when the last crescent of the waning 
moon disappeared in the east just before sunrise. This 
is the opposite of the Mesopotamian calendar, which 
began with the sighting of the first lunar crescent in 
the west, just after sundown. The Egyptian day began 
at dawn while the day in Mesopotamia began at twi¬ 
light. Unlike the Mesopotamian calendar, where the 
days were only numbered, each day of the Egyptian 
month had its own name. 

Star clocks 

The ancient Egyptians developed an ingenious way 
of telling the time using the stars. 41 This practice 
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came into use in Egypt during the Old Kingdom 
in the third millennium bc . 42 As the earth contin¬ 
ues its annual journey around the sun, new stars 
become visible. Like Sirius, when it becomes visible 
in the sky just before sunrise, other stars also appear 
on the eastern horizon just before sunrise every few 
days. Using the appearance of such stars, the Egyp¬ 
tians divided the year into 36 ten-day periods called 
“decans”. Charts of these decans were drawn up and 
used to tell the time at night and to help ensure that 
nocturnal religious activities were performed at the 
proper times. 

Such lists of stars are referred to as “star clocks”. 
Star clocks are divided into 36 columns, each repre¬ 
senting a period of ten days. 43 The five additional days 
at the end of the year had their own special section 
at the end of the star lists. The Egyptians divided the 
night into 12 night hours as the stars passed across 
the heavens overhead. The night hours were not all 
the same length. The winter night hours were long¬ 
er than those of summer because winter nights are 
longer and it stays dark longer, and the hours in the 
summer were shorter because the nights are shorter. 

The Mesopotamians had a similar system of using 
the stars to tell the time of the year and the time 
of night. The calendar stars were called “the three 
stars each”, 44 meaning that there were three stars for 
each month, and they functioned in a similar man¬ 
ner to those used by the Egyptians. Again, like the 
Egyptians, the Mesopotamians used rising and setting 
constellations, called “ziqpu stars”, as they crossed the 
meridian or midpoint of the heavens to tell the time 
of the night and establish the night watch. 

The legacy of Near Eastern celestial 
knowledge 

Both Egypt and Mesopotamia made important and 
lasting contributions to our knowledge of the heavens 
and the way we keep time. The Egyptians gave us the 


24 hour day and, with some modifications, our 365- 
day year, which was borrowed from the Egyptians by 
the Romans during the time of Julius Caesar. This 
“Julian calendar” was used for over 1500 years before 
it was reformed during the reign of Pope Gregory in 
ad 1582. The Gregorian calendar, with a few refine¬ 
ments, is the calendar we still use today. Egyptian 
celestial knowledge was passed on to other cultures 
as well, and Greek scholars such as Eudoxus (fourth 
century bc) and Oenopides (fifth century bc) studied 
and seem to have learned their astronomy from the 
Egyptians. 

Mesopotamian astronomy and astrology made 
a significant impact on the celestial knowledge and 
beliefs in many parts of the ancient world. As early as 
the Vedic period (1400 bc), there is clear evidence of 
a Mesopotamian influence on the Indian calendar. 45 
The great astronomer Claudius Ptolemaeus, a Roman 
citizen living in Alexandria in the second century ad, 
based his calculations on eclipse observations made in 
the city of Babylon centuries before as the basis for his 
work The Almagest, the most important astronomical 
treatise front the ancient world. Numerous Greek, 
Roman, Indian, and Arab historians and astrono- 



Egyptian cosmology.The sky goddess Nut with stars covering 
her torso. She represents the celestial vault and is held aloft by 
the air god Shu.The earth god Geb reclines below. 


liters referred to the works of Mesopotamian celes¬ 
tial observers and acknowledged their debt to them. 
Most importantly, historians of science have estab¬ 
lished that Mesopotamian, in particular Babylonian, 
mathematical astronomy was the common ancestor 
of modern scientific enquiry. 46 

PART II: MEDICINE 

Disease - the absence of health - has been one of the 
foremost challenges of human existence. Since earli¬ 
est times human beings have suffered front sicknesses 
and injuries that have stricken them, and maintaining 
health has been a difficult struggle, particularly before 
the advent of modern, scientific medicine. The mys¬ 
tery of why seemingly healthy people suddenly fall ill 
due to some disease has baffled and terrified people 
since ancient times. Although there is little evidence 
from prehistoric times of attempts to cure or treat 
the sick, once the first civilizations begin to record 
their activities and leave material artifacts, evidence of 
attempts to understand and treat diseases and injuries 
begin to appear in the archaeological and historical 
record. 

Disease and the rise of civilization 

In the Upper Palaeolithic period, tens of thousands 
of years ago, people may have known the healing 
properties of some herbal remedies and probably 
practised therapeutic or healing rituals in an attempt 
to cure the sick. 47 By the Neolithic period, 10000 
years ago, evidence of trephination, drilling holes in 
the skull with a hand-powered tool, appeared in the 
Levant. It seems this was done to relieve pressure 
from tumours inside the cranial cavity, or to allow 
what were interpreted as evil spirits to escape. The 
real medical value of this procedure is questionable. 48 
Hunter-gatherers living in Palaeolithic times would 
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have been infected with diseases borne by the animals 
they hunted, but these were a minor danger to their 
overall health. 49 

With the development of plant and animal domes¬ 
tication people were required to settle in one place, 
and this sedentariness encouraged the spread of many 
diseases. Although permanent houses and the for¬ 
mation of villages and towns provided shelter from 
the elements, living in permanent dwellings also 
encouraged mice and rats to live in close proximity to 
humans and increased the incidence of rodent-borne 
diseases such as bubonic plague. With the domestica¬ 
tion of animals there was an increase in certain kinds 
of diseases common to domesticated dogs, cattle, pigs, 
and sheep. 50 The long-term, close-contact care such 
as feeding, milking, brushing, and shearing domestic 
animals helped spread their diseases to humans. 51 Liv¬ 
ing indoors also cut off sunlight, one of die most effec¬ 
tive disinfectants known. 52 Living in houses reduced 
air circulation, which facilitated the transmission of 
air-borne diseases. The influenza virus, which is eas¬ 
ily maintained inside houses, does not readily survive 
outdoors. Urban living also substantially increased 
garbage, sewage and other forms of human waste, 
which served as breeding grounds for a wide variety 
of diseases, including tuberculosis. 53 By the middle of 
the fourth millennium bc, there were large concen¬ 
trations of people living in urban areas in southern 
Mesopotamia, and in one or two cities in Egypt, with¬ 
out proper sewage systems or clean drinking water. 
These concentrations of humans helped spread dis¬ 
eases at a much faster rate than in prehistoric times 
when hunter-gatherers had much less contact with 
neighbouring groups of people. Contagious diseases 
spread as the search for raw materials widened. The 
introduction of larger trading networks, and mili¬ 
tary campaigns, meant diseases could be spread by 
merchants and invading armies at a rate previously 
unknown. Even though the lot of humans improved 
with domestication and sedentariness, the costs of 
civilization to human health and quality of life were 


high. This is reflected in the life expectancy of some 
early farmers, which was noticeably lower than that of 
the hunter-gatherers who came before them. 54 

Medicine in Mesopotamia 55 

The causes of disease 

People in ancient Mesopotamia surely knew that some 
illnesses were caused by such things as over-exposure 
to cold, heat, and dampness, and rotten or spoiled 
food, or by over-eating or drinking too much alcohol. 
But modern concepts of diseases being transmitted 
by micro-organisms only began about two centuries 
ago. The people of the first civilizations believed that 
diseases were caused by supernatural agents, such as 
gods and demons, or the ghosts of departed rela¬ 
tives. If a living relative neglected to make mortuary 
offerings the ghost of the dead could persecute the 
offender, 56 and the “hand of a ghost” was sometimes 
blamed as the cause of sickness. One text, the Lud- 
lul bel nemeqi , 57 warns of the ever-present Lamashtu 
demon, 58 who invaded the body and caused great 
pain and mental depression. The Lamashtu was a 
dreadful swamp demon with eagle claws for feet and 
hairy armpits. She loved human blood, fed on rotten 
meat, and pursued pregnant women preying on their 
babies. She cast spells on mothers, and counted the 
days until they delivered their infants so she could 
take them. 

Deeply rooted in Mesopotamian thought was 
the concept that disease was visited upon humans 
as punishment by the gods because the sick person 
had committed an offensive act. Prayers indicate that 
people lived in fear of unknowingly offending the 
gods and causing themselves harm. In their prayers 
people beseeched the gods not to take offence at their 
activities and they took precautions against punish¬ 
ment through disease. One text front the city of Mari 
speaks of a certain woman, Shimatum, who was guilty 


of gossiping against her master. He complained to the 
gods who in turn punished her with mangled fingers 
and epileptic seizures. 59 But despite being the cause of 
diseases, the gods could also take mercy on sufferers 
and heal them. 

Magic by sympathy and contagion 

Sorcery could take place if a witch or sorcerer took 
some of the victim’s body parts or clothing - some¬ 
thing that was very personal and in close contact with 
the intended victim - and used it to cast a spell. If 
a small sample of the intended victim’s semen, fin¬ 
gernails, spittle, or a lock of hair had been acquired 
a sorcerer could work magic on that sample, which 
would then affect the intended victim. 60 

Gods and demons were not the only causes of 
disease. It was believed that some diseases were 
physically contagious and could be passed from one 
person to another. A letter from Mari mentions a 
woman infected with something called the simmum 
disease. The writer makes it clear that it was known 
that the disease was very contagious and that to avoid 
contagion those around the woman should not drink 
from the same cup, sit in the same chair, or sleep in 
her bed. 61 

The treatment of diseases in ancient 
Mesopotamia 

In Mesopotamia healers of one sort or another do not 
appear in cuneiform texts before the Ur III period, 
about 2050 bc ; 62 threats to public health such as 
unclean water, urban epidemics, and famine are also 
found in texts from this time. Marduk, Ishtar, and 
Ea were the gods of healing, along with the popular 
goddess Gula, who was associated with dogs. No 
hospitals or sanatoriums were known, but the temple 
of Gula may have served as some kind of health centre 
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since the priests of Gula were probably also physi¬ 
cians. 63 

Medical texts frequently refer to two different 
approaches to healing: an empirico-rational approach 
and a magico-religious approach. The first, called asu- 
tu , depended on empirical observation and rational 
means to diagnose and treat illness. Asutu used 
herbs, salves, ointments, and physical manipulation 
as the principal therapies. It had a practical, hands-on 
element to it, even though, from a modern perspec¬ 
tive, the medicines and treatments employed were 
probably not very beneficial to the patient. The asu 
was the main practitioner of this method and his title 
means roughly “physician” or “healer”. The word 
may have originally referred to a “knower of the heal¬ 
ing properties of water”. The therapeutic texts used 
in this type of medicine usually describe the patient’s 
complaint and give a list of ingredients to treat the 
problem with instructions on how the asu was to 
prepare and administer them. Asu healers carried with 
them a leather bag or a box for their pharmaceuticals, 
and a small charcoal brazier to use when preparing 
concoctions and herbal remedies. 

Texts treating herbal pharmacology are among the 
main sources for understanding medicine in Meso¬ 
potamia. Therapeutic texts followed the standard 
formula for describing the problem, such as “if the 
sick person has such-and-such symptoms, then the 
cisu should prepare such-and-such ingredients and 
administer them in a prescribed way”. This procedure 
indicates that the asus examined their patients, and 
then prescribed what they believed to be effective 
and appropriate herbal cures for them. Thus in some 
small way they were like modern physicians, except 
that the drugs they administered were probably not 
very effective. 

Much of the asu' s activities probably consisted 
of treating injuries such as cuts, broken bones, and 
dislocated shoulders from falls and farming acci¬ 
dents. These would require them to bind wounds, 
set broken bones, and suture wounds closed with 


needle and thread, implying a certain level of knowl¬ 
edge about bones, joints, and how to stop wounds 
from bleeding. A composition of three tablets called 
the TJruanna: mashtakal lists several hundred herbs 
and animal parts used to heal the sick. Ingredients 
included common herbs, roots, stems, leaves, and 
fruits that were used either fresh or dried, or some¬ 
times ground up or pulverised, and often mixed with 
milk, beer, wine, honey, or vinegar. 64 Other ingre¬ 
dients included milk, fat, tallow, blood, or the hair 
of a black dog, or a shred of a soiled menstrual rag. 
Sometimes the ingredients had to be harvested at a 
specific time of day or night or they had to be grown 
in a special location, such as near a grave. In addi¬ 
tion, sometimes a prognosis was also given announc¬ 
ing that the patient would recover from their illness. 
In other circumstances the texts state that the sick 
person would not recover. 

Even though there were two basic types of medi¬ 
cal treatment available in Mesopotamia, the division 
between the two was not always clear. Often both the 
magical and the physical treatments would be used on 
the same patient and there was little distinction made 
between them by medical practitioners. Despite the 
empirico-rational approach of the asu, Mesopotamian 
medical practices did not lay the foundations for later 
scientific medical practices. 65 

Surgery 

It is doubtful that physicians could undertake com¬ 
plex surgical interventions. Most surgery consisted 
of minor incisions to lance boils, remove cysts, or 
perform bloodletting. In many parts of the ancient 
world physicians believed that “bad blood” some¬ 
times made its way into the body and caused illness. 
The solution was to “drain off’ a certain amount of 
this bad blood to restore health. This was a danger¬ 
ous procedure since the patient risked infection, and 
the resulting loss of blood pressure could bring on 


cardiac arrest. Although bloodletting was performed 
in Mesopotamia, the practice does not seem to 
have been widespread. Some simple types of surgery 
were performed but it is unclear whether healers 
possessed powerful anaesthetic agents to calm their 
patients during surgery other than beer and wine, 
which are inadequate for the task. Some researchers 
have argued for the use of pain-relieving substances 
such as opium, in Mesopotamia called azallu (the 
“plant of forgetfulness”), while others believe that 
drugs like opium were not used there. 66 However, 
such pain relievers may have been used in ancient 
Egypt from the 18th Dynasty 67 or earlier. Opium 
poppies are clearly depicted in some tomb paint¬ 
ings, and many hundreds of examples of bilbils , small 
bottles in the shape of the opium plant, which are 
believed to have contained opium in a liquid solution, 
have been found throughout the Near East. These 
forms of evidence indicate that some kind of opi¬ 
ate was available for pain sufferers, at least in certain 
locations. 

Several of the Laws of Hammurabi (218-220) 
describe how the asu made: “a deep (serious) inci¬ 
sion with a bronze knife on a man and has caused the 
man’s death, or has opened out a man’s eye socket 
and destroyed the man’s sight”. The exact nature of 
these interventions is puzzling. The eye surgery men¬ 
tioned was probably minor and only involved some 
kind of scarification on or near the eye. 68 

Despite the limitations, it is probable that in some 
instances a surgeon had no alternative, and attempt¬ 
ed risky surgery to relieve pain and give the patient 
a chance to survive. The problems associated with 
surgery were increased because ancient physicians 
did not understand the blood circulation system and 
had only the most rudimentary means of control¬ 
ling bleeding or infection. Drugs such as penicillin 
only became available in the 20th century. Before that 
time little could be done to combat infections that 
resulted from open wounds and surgical procedures. 
Other medical procedures that required manipulating 
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exposed body organs or open fractures (broken bones 
that penetrated the skin) would also have been dif¬ 
ficult to perform without pain-controlling agents, 
but in these extreme cases the healer would have had 
no choice but to do whatever he could to relieve the 
suffering of the patient. 

Mesopotamian healers probably augmented 
their knowledge of bones and bodily organs from 
the slaughter of animals. 69 Law 224 of the Laws of 
Hammurabi speaks of a veterinarian or the “asti of 
cattle and donkeys”. Since the laws make no clear 
distinction between healers of animals and people it 
is possible that these were the same asus who healed 
people. There is no evidence that either trephination 
or circumcision were practised on either males or 
females. 

The Mesopotamian medical tradition made no 
attempt to understand the various parts of the body 
or the function of bodily organs by performing 
dissection or autopsies. Because physicians in Meso¬ 
potamia could not investigate medical problems and 
diseases inside the body without risking further dam¬ 
age to the patient, many cures involved using exist¬ 
ing orifices - such as the mouth, nose, and anus - to 
introduce herbal cures and potions into the body. 
This may explain why so many prescriptions required 
taking various concoctions orally, breathing in their 
vapours, or by enemas and suppositories inserted or 
injected into the anus. Cleansing the body of evil 
spirits and toxic substances was one of the principal 
strategies of medical treatment in the ancient Near 
East. 

Magico-religious healers 

The second type of medical treatment was magico- 
religious in nature and concentrated on the non¬ 
physical and spiritual aspects of healing. The ash ip u 
was a “diviner physician”, 70 a fortune-teller-healer, 
who treated illnesses, but performed other, non¬ 


medical tasks as well. The ashipu relied on magical 
incantations and spiritual intervention by the gods 
to help heal the patient. An expert in magic, 71 the 
ashipu was a kind of witch-doctor 72 whose treatments 
emphasized magical, ritualistic and spiritual methods 
of treating diseases with less emphasis on drugs and 
ointments. 

The ashipu was also an exorcist who drove 
demons out of the afflicted person’s body by using 
incantations and the recitation of magical rituals. 
The whole concept of this type of medicine, from 
cause to treatment, was based on the idea that the 
patient’s illness was caused by supernatural forces 
that had been angered by the sick person and had 
entered their body as a form of punishment. There is 
no indication which type of treatment, the empirico- 
rational or the magico-religious, was more widely 
practised. Healers and patients considered both to 
be legitimate ways of curing the sick. It was the job 
of the ashipu to find the correct magical formula or 
perform the correct ritual so the demon or spirit 
would leave the body of the afflicted person and 
health could be restored. As an exorcist and magi¬ 
cian the ashipu carried out priestly as well as medical 
functions and was usually not a full-time healer. In 
addition to healing, the ashipu cleansed temples or 
practised divination; some were slcy-watchers 73 or 
performed tasks that had nothing to do with treat¬ 
ing the sick. 

Training 

Nothing specific is known about the training of either 
the asu or the ashipu. Since the ashipus were priests, 
diviners, and exorcists they spent time as students 
studying religious and magical texts, learning all the 
spells to rid the sick of the demons and evil forces that 
had taken control of their bodies. Outside the large 
cities it is likely that doctors, exorcists and midwives 
received no formal training but relied on some land 


of apprenticeship to learn their craft. There were no 
officially recognized medical standards for practising 
the healing arts in the ancient Near East. Standard¬ 
ized training in accredited medical schools and medi¬ 
cal examination boards are almost purely modern 
institutions. 

Childbirth, midwives, and infant mortality 

In ancient Near Eastern societies women were meant 
to marry and bear children (see Ch. 8). If a woman 
was childless her husband could take another woman 
in order to have children. Adoption was also practised 
as a way to bring children and heirs into a family. 
Many babies were adopted immediately after delivery 
when they were still wet with blood and water. Dur¬ 
ing pregnancy the mother and unborn child were 
protected from the ravages of the demon Lamashtu 
(see above) by wearing protective amulets: small 
charms such as stones, objects of metals or plants, 
sometimes inscribed, which were worn as protection 
from disease caused by demons or ghosts. Pregnancy 
and childbirth were dangerous for both the mother 
and the baby, and many texts speak of problems for 
women during and after childbirth. The shabsutu 
(midwife) assisted women during childbirth and there 
is no indication that either the asu or ashipu was 
present or helped during delivery. 

There are no statistics on infant mortality rates 
from the first civilizations, but evidence from cem¬ 
etery analysis indicates that in early urban societies 
mortality rates were very high. Perhaps as many as 
10-30 per cent of babies died soon after birth and 
30-50 per cent of young children before the age of 
five years. 74 Given the level of medical technology and 
the often unsanitary living conditions of the time, 
these estimates probably reflect the situation with 
a high degree of accuracy. It is unclear if any meth¬ 
ods of birth control were known or used, but texts 
indicate that breastfeeding, which could have limited 
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pregnancies, continued until the child was about 3 
years old. 

Abortion 

Textual evidence indicates that abortion was rare in 
ancient Mesopotamia, but it is clear that in at least 
one instance, mentioned in a text from Babylonia, 
a concoction of herbs was to be ingested to induce 
abortion. 75 In at least three law collections, the Lipit- 
Ishtar Laws, the Laws of Hammurabi and the Middle 
Assyrian Laws 76 there are clauses that speak of men 
striking women and causing them to miscarry. These 
do not constitute abortions, but were common acts 
of violence against women. None of them involved 
either a surgical procedure or herbal mixture admin¬ 
istered specifically to produce an abortion. Neverthe¬ 
less, it is clear that abortions did take place, and any 
woman caught attempting an abortion was subjected 
to impalement, a horrible and degrading form of pun¬ 
ishment. Clause 53 of the Middle Assyrian Laws 77 
states that any woman, “who by her own action loses 
her foetus ... will be impaled and they shall not bury 
her”. Impalement meant that humiliation and shame 
would be heaped on the victim’s family, while her 
decomposing cadaver would be picked clean by birds, 
and her spirit would spend eternity as a wandering 
ghost. 

Medicine in ancient Egypt 

Like Mesopotamia, Egypt also had empirico-rational 
and magico-religious methods of healing the sick and 
treating the injured 78 and, as in Mesopotamia, the 
ancient Egyptians would probably not have consid¬ 
ered one approach more valid or effective than the 
other. In all pre-scientific societies empirical knowl¬ 
edge and magical acts were both equally valid ways of 
understanding and controlling situations in the real 


world. Most healers, from the most famous court 
physician to the humblest village witch-doctor, prob¬ 
ably knew something about both systems and used 
them when they treated the sick. To many people, 
both ancient and modern, it is perfectly rational to 
bind wounds, administer herbs and recite prayers 
when treating a patient. 


Healthcare, healers, and physicians in ancient 
Egypt 

According to tradition the first, and most famous, 
physician in Egypt was Imhotep, chief vizier and 
architect of the step pyramid (see Ch. 11) of the 3rd 
Dynasty king, Djoser. Two thousand years after his 
death Imhotep was deified as the god of medicine, 
wisdom, and learning, and he was also identified with 
Asclepius, a Greek god, who filled a similar capac¬ 
ity. His fame as a healer god reached its peak during 
the Graeco-Roman period (332 bc-ad 395). Healers 
who administered drugs and emphasized the empir¬ 
ico-rational approach to treatment were called swnw 
(conveniently pronounced “soonu”) in Egyptian. 
As in Mesopotamia, there are no Egyptian words 
that correspond exactly to our words for physician 
or doctor, and it is perhaps more accurate to employ 
the terms “healer” or “health practitioner” when 
referring to the swnw of ancient Egypt. 79 It seems 
clear that there were female physicians or healers as 
well. 80 Priests were called w’bw (pronounced “wabu”) 
and emphasized prayers while s’w (pronounced “sau”) 
emphasized magical aspects such as amulets. Healers 
were also known as the “priests of Sekhmet”, a god¬ 
dess depicted in art as a lion-headed woman, who 
possessed the powers of healing, and was the patron¬ 
ess of physicians and veterinarians. 

Most swnw were probably sons of healers who 
followed in their fathers’ footsteps and carried on 
the tradition and healing practices of their elders. As 
in Mesopotamia, there is no evidence that healers 


acquired any formal training in medical schools, and 
it seems likely that medical knowledge was passed on 
from father to son during a long period of appren¬ 
ticeship. However, there was one institution situated 
close to some temples called per ankh (the “house of 
life”), which may have been a place of learning and 
repository for medical texts. 

Dental health, teeth, and "toothers " 81 

The practice of healing was institutionalized in Egypt 
from around 3000 bc, and the first healers to appear 
in texts were dentists, called “toothers”. 82 The ancient 
Egyptians had few dental caries or cavities, probably 
due to their diet, which contained no refined sugar. 83 
Throughout the entire 30-century span of Egyptian 
history teeth show extreme attrition 84 from the fine 
grit that made its way into the bread consumed by 
everyone. Flour for making bread had to be ground 
between stones and, as a result, minute particles of 
stone were transmitted into the daily bread of the 
entire land, and caused severe wear on the teeth, 
often wearing them down to the gums. Evidence 
from well-preserved mummies indicates that caries 
(cavities) were rare, but tooth abscesses were com¬ 
mon and few people died with all of their teeth still 
intact. Abscesses of a few sufferers were relieved by 
drilling holes into the jawbone (mandible) near the 
root of the infected tooth to drain off accumulated 
pus deposits. 

In Mesopotamian texts complaints about aching 
and infected teeth are common, and both therapeutic 
and magical treatments are prescribed. One text from 
the Late Babylonian period recounts how the god Ea 
allowed a type of blood-sucking worm to live among 
the teeth and gums. This explanation of the cause of 
dental problems is followed by instructions to the 
dentist to seize the root of the tooth with an uniden¬ 
tified tool and pull it out. The incantation ends with 
a mighty curse against the tooth worm. 85 
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Causes of disease 

Unlike in Mesopotamia, the concept of contagion, 
the touching or contact with a sick person or con¬ 
taminated object as a means of spreading diseases, 
seems to have been unknown in ancient Egypt. 86 
It was thought that diseases were caused by occult 
or magical forces, sorcery, or immoral behaviour; 
another cause, seemingly unique to Egypt, was “for¬ 
eign women”, who could cast spells on unsuspecting 
local men. One Egyptian text speaks of disease being 
caused by the “breath” of a god, which brings to 
mind the Babylonian idea that diseases were caused 
by the “hand of a ghost” (see above). Although 
Egyptian concepts about the causes of disease were 
in many cases on the same level of sophistication as 
those of other pre-scientific societies, they also devel¬ 
oped what was probably the first empirical theory of 
the causes of diseases. 87 

The Egyptians believed that putrefaction and 
rotting were associated with death, disease, and 
infection. One of the major causes of disease was 
the food consumed by humans. It exited the body 
either as faeces, urine, or some other form of decay. 
Intestinal decay was the result of whdw (pronounced 
“wekhedu”), and one way to improve or restore 
health was to rid the body of whdw, which would 
stop putrefaction and disease. Whdw could either 
develop inside the body or it could invade it from the 
outside. Once in the body whdw could attach itself 
to some form of putrefaction such as faeces or pus, 
and then travel throughout the body via a series of 
tubes. As the whdw spread through the body it left 
behind dental abscesses, suppurating sores, intestinal 
cramps, eye infections, fevers, and other maladies. 
Because whdw caused disease, it was only reasonable 
that the cure was to rid the body of toxic waste ma¬ 
terials, and healers often prescribed laxatives to clean 
out the body’s system. Medical texts repeatedly advise 
healers to prescribe remedies that will expel waste 
or disease front the body, or empty the stomach of 


disease. Removal of whdw meant that much care and 
attention had to be placed on the anus. Proper evacu¬ 
ations would remove harmful amounts of whdw, and 
were believed to be basic for the suitable maintenance 
of health. 88 Nearly every surviving medical papyrus 
deals with the anus, and many prescriptions involved 
enemas or purges. There were even men called the 
“Shepherds of the anus”, whose task it may have been 
to administer enemas and release excess amounts of 
whdw. 

Along with enemas, purgatives, and expectorants, 
which were commonly used to cleanse or rid the body 
of offensive substances, both spitting and vomiting 
were thought to rid the patient of disease. In some 
cases it was believed that whdw was caused by parasitic 
worms in patient’s stools. By examining mummies 
modern researchers have determined that worms 
were a persistent problem among the ancient Egyp¬ 
tians. Guinea worms, roundworms, tapeworms, and 
hookworms 89 have all been found in the mummified 
remains. Parasitic worms were probably observed by 
Egyptian swnw and their patients, who deduced that 
these worms were the cause of whdw. 

Although the ancient Mesopotamian healers from 
Sumer, Babylonia, and Assyria recognized some non¬ 
spiritual causes of disease, they had no comprehen¬ 
sive theory based on physical causes that attempted 
to account for the origins or treatment of ailments. 
The situation seems different in the case of Egyptian 
medicine. Egyptologist Robert Ritner has argued 
convincingly that the Egyptian idea of whdw as the 
cause of illness constituted the first empirical and com¬ 
prehensive disease theory in history. 90 Accordingly, 
the concept of whdw offers a physical explanation for 
the onset of disease, as well as ageing and death. The 
concept of whdw as a way of explaining disease in a 
purely physical manner was a major departure from 
the more traditional ideas about disease and sickness 
known in places like Mesopotamia. 


Anatomical knowledge 

Egyptian anatomical knowledge is reflected in the 
more than 200 anatomical terms that refer to parts 
of the body and specific organs. Despite this large 
number of technical terms, organs such as the 
kidneys and some individual bones are not men¬ 
tioned. It was traditionally believed that Egyptian 
knowledge of anatomy, and medicine in general, 
came from mummification, the treatment of battle¬ 
field wounds by physicians who accompanied the 
pharaoh’s armies into the field, or at construction 
sites, where the swnw would have observed and 
treated broken bones and severed limbs. 91 It has 
been argued that mummification was important 
for learning about the body, because much knowl¬ 
edge of anatomy would have been acquired by 
removing internal organs and preparing the cadaver 
for burial. This interpretation is, however, open to 
question, since the mummifiers who prepared the 
dead for burial were considered unclean outcasts, 
and it is doubtful that the swnw would have had 
much contact with them. 92 Nevertheless, mummies 
have proved an important tool for modern medi¬ 
cal researchers, helping them to understand the na¬ 
ture and extent of a number of medical problems 
encountered by the ancient Egyptians. By examin¬ 
ing some of the thousands of mummies in ancient 
Egypt, a number of illnesses have been identified. 
Since peoples in other parts of the ancient Near East 
did not preserve corpses to the same extent as they 
did in Egypt, this valuable means of studying past ill¬ 
nesses (palaeopathology) is unavailable to medicine 
outside Egypt. 

Although there was no special term for veteri¬ 
narian in ancient Egyptian, it has been argued that 
much anatomical knowledge came from the practice 
of veterinary medicine, and that the treatment of 
human and animal medical problems was not as 
clearly defined in ancient times as it is today. 93 This 
argument may have merit because farmers and herd- 
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ers often had to slaughter animals and would learn 
about their organs and bone structure. 94 

A number of Egyptian medical texts (papyri) were 
straightforward, hands-on manuals on how to deal 
with medical problems. In the second half of the 
first millennium bc, increased trade with the outside 
world expanded the range of medicinal plants used to 
treat illnesses, and at the time Egyptian healers were 
considered among the best in the world. From the 
Persian period onwards, Egyptian medical knowledge 
did much to prepare the way for advances in later 
Graeco-Roman medicine. 

Medical papyri 

Much of our knowledge about Egyptian medical 
practices has been preserved on a number of papyri 
housed in museums and private collections around 
the world. Medical papyri, such as the Ebers Papy¬ 
rus, containing 877 prescriptions for largely herbal 
remedies, and the Papyri Pamesseum IV and V, 
dealing with contraception, birth, and neonatal care, 
have survived the ages and offer important clues to 
understanding ancient Egyptian medical practices. 
One of the most informative of these, the Ebers 
Papyrus , 95 indicates that the healers knew about the 
beating of the heart and blood vessels that went to 
all the limbs and extremities of the body. The healer 
was instructed to place his hands in various places 
on the body to pick up the beating of the heart. 
The text explains that the heart “speaks out” of 
the vessels that go to the arms and legs and other 
bodily extremities. The vessels were thought to be 
tubes of some kind that carried blood, sperm, air, 
urine, tears, and even faeces, to the various parts of 
the body. The Ebers Papyrus mentions that there are 
four blood vessels to the nose: two contain mucus 
and two contain blood. Four vessels give blood to 
the temples and the eyes. Another four vessels go 
to the anus and when they overflow with faeces the 


excess finds its way to other bodily extremities, caus¬ 
ing medical complications. 

Surgery and the treatment of traumatic injuries 

The Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus, 96 is a well- 
preserved section of a medical text containing in¬ 
structions on how to deal with traumatic injuries. 
The appearance of the word “surgery” in the modern 
title is somewhat misleading since no actual surgical 
incisions are mentioned in the original papyrus docu¬ 
ment; complex surgery was probably only attempted 
in extreme cases in pre-scientific medicine. For exam¬ 
ple, there is no evidence that more radical forms of 
surgery such as amputations and trephination were 
practised in ancient Egypt. 

Although the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus never 
mentions surgery, it does refer to sewing wounds 
closed. Other than a suturing needle and a tool for 
cauterizing or burning wounds to close them, no 
other tools are mentioned. Along with a few magical 
incantations, the text contains instructions for many 
sound medical practices recognizable by modern 
physicians. 97 Written in simple language, with clear 
descriptions of actual cases, it has been argued that the 
text was a training manual for apprentice physicians, 
or a first-aid manual for “medics” employed in first- 
aid work on construction sites or on the battlefield. 98 
This interpretation is supported by the fact that in 
a number of instances the text refers to a “teacher” 
who seems to be giving on-site instructions to stu¬ 
dents. It may be that on the battlefield the healers 
were not swnw, but simply soldier-medics. Another 
indication that the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus is a 
teaching text is shown by the rather basic language, 
which would not have been employed if the text has 
been written for experienced physicians. In simple 
terms, skull fractures are said to be like breaks in a 
pot, exposed brain tissue is said to resemble molten 
copper, and counting pulse beats is said to be like 


counting quantities with the fingers. The text con¬ 
tains 48 cases, systematically divided into sections on 
injuries to the cranium, the forehead, the nasal bones, 
the cheeks and upper jaw, and the spine, dislocated 
and broken bones, abscesses, and others. 

Even though the text is written in simple language, 
it contains a large amount of sophisticated medical 
knowledge. The healer is instructed to observe the 
patient and determine his condition, then proceed 
with the steps necessary to treat the wound and amel¬ 
iorate the situation. This is clear in one case where 
the swnw must set a broken arm. He is instructed to 
lie the patient down with something to spread the 
shoulders so the two parts of the broken arm can fall 
into place. Then he has to place a splint over the break 
and bind it for support. 

The text divides cases into two categories: those 
which can be treated with a good possibility of being 
cured, and those that cannot be cured due to the 
severe nature of the injury. One section of the Edwin 
Smith Surgical Papyrus gives detailed descriptions of 
a number of open wounds to the head. One clause 
explains that if a man has a head wound that fractures 
his skull and exposes the brain, the wound should be 
palpitated or massaged, to better observe and under¬ 
stand the nature of the wound. If the head wound 
is severe and the victim bleeds from the nose and 
the ears, it states that this type of wound cannot be 
treated or cured. 99 One symptom that shows up a 
number of times with head wounds is stiffness of the 
neck. This, again, is a symptom that accompanies 
head wounds and is known to modern medical prac¬ 
titioners. 

Other injuries to the head mention a shuffling walk 
and the dragging of the feet, indicating the patient 
had suffered damage to that part of the brain control¬ 
ling movement. 100 Still other injuries include brain 
damage that causes spasms of the limbs, as well as loss 
of control of some limbs and shoulders. These severe 
injuries are among those that cannot be treated. As a 
result of skull injuries caused by falling on the head, 
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the text mentions cervical vertebra crushed together, 
resulting in the patient’s inability to speak. This type 
of accident could also cause paralysis in the arms and 
legs. Accidents of this kind came into the category of 
injuries that could not be treated by Egyptian healers. 
The fate of the untreated patient is not given, but it 
seems they were to be stabilized as much as possible. 
It is doubtful they were deserted or abandoned to 
their fate without at least being made as comfortable 
as possible under the circumstances. 

Sanitary conditions 

Even though Greek authors such as Herodotus, 
writing in the fifth century bc, claimed that the 
Egyptians practised scrupulous hygiene, archaeolog¬ 
ical evidence does not support this. Latrines existed 
as far back as the 2nd Dynasty, but excavations at 
Amarna (Akhetaten, see Ch. 14) and elsewhere indi¬ 
cate that even upper-class residences were surround¬ 
ed by piles of rubbish, and open sewers were the 
norm. 101 Nevertheless, houses at Amarna contained 
showers and latrines that drained into the ground, 
and some were even equipped with sit-down-type 
toilet seats. 102 Such amenities were, however, rare 
and most homes had only minimal or no fixed sani¬ 
tary facilities. There is good evidence that portable 
toilet seats were used, and this may account for the 
seeming lack of permanent toilet facilities 103 in some 
upper-class houses, where such amenities were to be 
expected. Many of these same homes were equipped 
with shower or bathing facilities where water could 
be poured over the bather who stood on a stone 
floor slab with a hole for draining away excess water. 
Along with dumps and waste piles, the Nile River 
served as a very convenient sewer for waste and rub¬ 
bish disposal. 


Pregnancy, childbirth, and abortion 

The Kahun Papyrus is the earliest text to discuss 
pregnancy and contains 17 cases of which some 
are concerned with the problems with fertility. 104 
It recommends that in order to conceive a woman 
place a clove of garlic in her vagina. If the next day 
her breath smells of garlic then she will conceive. 
Another instructs the healer to verify if the muscles 
of the woman’s breasts are firm: if they are she will 
conceive, but if they are soft she will have difficulty 
conceiving. Another case study claims that a diag¬ 
nosis for fertility can be made by smelling the wom¬ 
an’s urine. Details of how this was to be done are 
unclear. Another pregnancy test requires the woman 
to urinate in a container filled with emmer wheat. 
If the seeds sprout the woman is pregnant; if the 
seeds die she is not. The Berlin Papyrus tells heal¬ 
ers how to determine if a woman is pregnant and 
how to determine the sex of the baby while still in 
the womb. Both the Kahun Papyrus and the Berlin 
Papyrus contain a measure of sound medical knowl¬ 
edge mixed with much folklore. The Ebers Papyrus 
also has advice on contraception; a woman not wish¬ 
ing to become pregnant was instructed to place a 
mixture of acacia leaves, honey and some kind of 
moist cloth into the vagina. 

Impotence seems to have been a problem in both 
Egypt and Mesopotamia. Lack of potency was usually 
attributed to sorcery. If the sorcerer’s spell could be 
broken through incantations and rituals, sexual power 
could be restored. One Egyptian treatment for impo¬ 
tence was to wrap the penis in a concoction of fruit 
juices, fats, and salt mixed with sawdust. In Meso¬ 
potamia there are a number of texts that refer to the 
“lifting of the heart”, meaning the man was suffering 
from erectile dysfunction. To remedy the situation a 
potion made from parts of sexually charged or excited 
animals, including bats and birds, was consumed, and 
incantations recited. Other remedies required rub¬ 
bing potions on the genitals. 


The medical tradition of ancient 
Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt 

Throughout its long history, the medical knowledge 
and practices of ancient Mesopotamia remained at the 
level of folk medicine. To a large extent the same thing 
can probably be said about ancient Egypt, but with 
some notable exceptions. Both ancient Mesopotamia 
and Egypt knew about the existence of the pulse, but 
the Egyptian medical papyri indicate that they had a ru¬ 
dimentary idea about the circulatory system of vessels 
or tubes centred at the heart and radiating to various 
organs and extremities of the body. 105 Although many 
historians dismiss Egypt’s famous reputation as a centre 
of medical knowledge and innovation, particularly in 
later Classical and Renaissance literature and medical 
lore, it may in fact, be well deserved. 106 

There is no indication that Mesopotamian healers 
ever explored the inside of the bodies they attempted 
to heal. The body was considered inviolable and they 
rarely or never experimented with dissection as later 
Greek physicians would. Interestingly, dissection was 
first practised in Alexandria, the great city built in 
Egypt on the edge of the Mediterranean Sea. The 
Greek physician, Herophilus, one of the recognized 
pioneers in experimental medicine, lived in the city 
of Alexandria. It is likely that Herophilus was able to 
experiment with dissection and autopsies because the 
tradition already existed. Egypt was the only place in 
the ancient world where such things were permitted, 
and the practice of mummification carried over into 
dissection. 

It appears that the ancient Egyptians were 
responsible for initiating several important innova¬ 
tions that prepared the way for further advances in 
medical knowledge in the Graeco-Roman period. 
These included autopsies, an outgrowth of mummi¬ 
fication, which enabled healers to better understand 
the physical components of the body, and whdw, a 
concept that provided an empirical theory about the 
causes of diseases and their treatment. 



Clockwise from top left: view across the Euphrates 
River near the city of Ashur; family home constructed of 
marsh reeds, southern Iraq; man holding cobra, Upper 
Egypt; girl filling water containers on the Khabur River, 
northeast Syria; the Nile River at Luxor (Thebes), Upper 
Egypt. 



























Clockwise from above: excavations at Tell 'Atij, Syria; 
mud-brick palace walls with low-relief figures, Babylon; 
the Sphinx, known as"Horus of the Horizon"; mud-brick 
walls with arched entryway, Babylon; workers receiving 
their weekly pay at Tell 'Atij, Syria. 






















Clockwise from above: stone walls with crenellations, 
Nineveh, northern lraq;Khufu Pyramid (4th Dynasty) with 
village in the foreground, Giza Plateau, Egypt; step pyramid 
of King Djoser (3rd Dynasty), Saqqara, Egypt; Djeser-Djeseru, 
Temple of Hatshepsut (18th Dynasty), Deir-el-Bahri, Upper 
Egypt; Valley of the Kings, Upper Egypt. 






















Clockwise from top left: rampart with stone revetment (13th century bc) 

, Khattusha, central Anatolia; the New Kingdom Temple of Amun at night 
(18th Dynasty), Upper Egypt; pair of statues of Ramesses II, Luxor Temple 
(19th Dynasty), Upper Egypt; Lion Gate (13th century bc), Khattusha, central 
Anatolia; stairway to the summit of the ziggurat at Aqar-Quf, central Iraq. 
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Along with these Egyptian innovations, heal¬ 
ers in Mesopotamia and Egypt practised a mixture 
of empirico-rational and magico-religious treatment 
of the sick, and healers in both countries believed 
that ghosts, demons, and gods were the causes 
or cures of many diseases. Notwithstanding their 


many limitations, Mesopotamian and Egyptian 
healers were able in some ways to treat and com¬ 
fort the sick and injured, and over the centuries 
they helped generations of people face, and some¬ 
times overcome, the diseases and wounds they suf¬ 
fered. 



Part IV: Egypt 


10 Egypt: 
the Black Land 


The common name for ancient Egypt was Kernit, 
meaning the “Black Land”. Unlike some societies, 
where black was considered the colour of death and 
sinister forces, for the ancient Egyptians black was 
the colour of life and fertility. When the rich soil of 
the Nile river valley was watered it turned a dark, 
blaclcish-brown colour and produced rich and abun¬ 
dant crops. The modern name “Egypt” is a Greek 
word derived from the Egyptian hikuptah , used by 
the ancient Greeks to refer to the Egyptian city of 
Memphis. Egypt was also referred to as the “Two 
Lands”, or the “Land of the Pharaohs”, terms that 
will be used, along with Egypt, in the following 
chapters. 


Ancient Egypt, situated in the northeast cor¬ 
ner of the African continent, made up part of a vast 
desert region that stretched from the West African 
coast, through the modern countries of Morocco and 
Algeria, across the top of the continent through Libya 
and on to the shores of the Red Sea. Most of Egypt 
receives litde or no rainfall, and large-scale agriculture 
would be impossible if not for the Nile River, one of 
the world’s longest and most important rivers. For this 
reason the Greek historian Herodotus called Egypt 
“the gift of the Nile”. Without such an important 
water source the area would have remained sparsely 
populated, and one of the great civilizations of the 
ancient world would never have developed there. 



Egyptian craftsman fabricating alabaster bowls, Upper Egypt. 


The riverine systems of Egypt and 
Mesopotamia 

The Nile river valley is quite different from the 
Tigris-Euphrates river valley. In ancient times the 
Nile River usually began to rise in June and flood¬ 
ed in August. Most importantly, it flooded before 
crops like wheat and barley were planted in October. 
Because of this favourable timing, the Nile river val¬ 
ley was a more reliable ecological zone for irriga¬ 
tion agriculture than the Tigris-Euphrates region. 
While the Nile River originates in equatorial Africa, 
the Tigris River and Euphrates River originate in the 
highlands of Turkey. Even though the two rivers flow 
through the plains of Mesopotamia and empty into 
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A village in Lower Egypt 
near the Nile River. 




Top: Farmer in the Nile Delta using a primitive 
shaduf or water-lifting device to irrigate his 
fields. Bottom: Rich croplands in the Nile Delta. 
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the Persian Gulf, they are in many ways quite dissim¬ 
ilar. The Euphrates River is snow-fed and nourished 
by winter snowfalls in the Taurus mountains, which 
melt and run off into the Persian Gulf. In contrast, 
the Tigris River is rain-fed, receiving water from the 
many tributaries that drain from the Zagros moun¬ 
tains. Because the Tigris River receives most of its 
water from rainfall it is very unreliable, and after a 
major rainstorm it can rise quickly and cause devas¬ 
tating floods. In contrast, the Euphrates River has a 
tendency to hold its frozen moisture and release it all 
at once in the spring. Another important difference 
between the two river systems is that the Tigris River 
and Euphrates River flood in the spring, 1 just as the 
crops are about to be harvested, and even though 
they are essential for agriculture, the two rivers are 
also a major threat to the crops and farmers who 
depend on them for their survival. 2 

The Nile River, 3 with its source in Lake Victoria, 
flows from equatorial Africa to the Mediterranean 
Sea, crossing 35 degrees of latitude. Its head waters 
are below the equator in the Southern Hemisphere 
and flow north for over 6800 km to the Mediterra¬ 
nean Sea. The annual flooding of the Nile River was 
caused by spring and summer rainfall occurring in 
the East African highlands, thousands of kilometres 
to the south of Egypt. The first flood waters reached 
Lower Egypt in late June and had a distinct greenish 
colour caused by algae suspended in the fast-moving 
current. Later in the summer additional flood waters 
arrived and flooding continued into September. By 
this time the algae had begun to decay and turned 
reddish-brown. Vast quantities of silt, rich in impor¬ 
tant fertilizing agents such as calcium, magnesium 
carbonates, and sodium chloride, were deposited by 
the flood waters. The annual flood brought water, 
fertile soil, and fertilizers to Egyptian farmers, mak¬ 
ing it a truly bountiful river; 4 little wonder that the 
Egyptians worshipped it as a god. 

In ancient times, the Nile river valley was quite 
narrow and restricted the size of irrigated farmland 


so that it seldom reached more than 3-4 Ion on either 
side of the river. 5 Beyond the area that was in contact 
with the river lay only the dry desert sands where 
nothing grew. The desert area was called Desheret , 
“The Red Land”, and was symbolic of death. 

Geography and climate 

Egypt can be divided into northern and southern 
sections near what is now the modern city of Cairo. 
About 150 km before the Nile River reaches the 
Mediterranean Sea, it branches out into a triangu¬ 
lar-shaped area called the Nile Delta. In such close 
proximity to the Mediterranean Sea, the Delta has a 
different climate from the rest of the Nile river valley. 
The Delta receives 10-20 cm of annual rainfall; areas 
south of the Delta receive less than 10 cm. Such a 
small amount of moisture is totally insufficient for 
agriculture, and farming was only possible in Egypt 
because of the Nile River. Rainfall south of the Nile 
Delta is sporadic and some areas rarely receive rain 
at all. When it does rain, after dry periods that can 
last several years, downpours are violent but of short 
duration, turning wadis (dry riverbeds) into raging 
torrents. 

Transportation on the Nile River 

The Nile River not only provided water and fertilizer 
for crop production, but it was also an excellent river 
highway for transporting goods, which helped uni¬ 
fy the people of the Two Lands. The northernmost 
850-km stretch of the river has no rapids, allowing 
boats to float with the current front one end of Egypt 
to the other. Since the prevailing winds blow in the 
opposite direction, from north to south, they can be 
used to propel sailing boats up-river against the cur¬ 
rent. This provided an ideal natural transportation 
system that existed in few other places in the world. 



Prevailing winds and river currents of the Tigris and Euphrates 
rivers. 


Egyptian Predynastic chronology (all dates bc) 


Lower Egypt: Nile Delta anc 
northern Nile river valley 

Upper Egypt 

Faiyum 5230-4450 

Merimde 5200-4100 

Ma'adi 3700-3300 

Badarian 4500-4000 

Naqada 1 (Amratian) 4000-3600 

Naqada II Gerzean 3500-3300 

Naqada III 3300-3000 


Because the Nile River flows towards the Mediterra¬ 
nean Sea, one speaks of going down the river to Lower 
Egypt even though Lower Egypt is actually on the 
upper pact of modern maps; when one goes up the river 
to Upper Egypt, in other words against the current, 
one is heading in a southerly direction. In Mesopo¬ 
tamia the currents of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers 
and the prevailing winds move in the same direction, 
making river travel more difficult than in Egypt. 

Besides being called “the Black Land”, Egypt was 
also called Tciwy, the “Two Lands”, meaning Upper 
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and Lower Egypt. This is an important geographical 
as well as historical division because the ancient Egyp¬ 
tians marked the beginning of their own history with 
the unification of Upper and Lower Egypt. Through¬ 
out their history the ancient Egyptians referred to 
their rulers as being the “kings of Upper and Lower 
Egypt”. 

The development of early Egypt 

The period preceding the beginning of Egyptian 
history, about 3050 bc, is referred to as the Predynastic 
period. 6 From about 7000 bc to the end of the third 


Prevailing winds and current 
direction of the Nile River. 


millennium bc the climate of North Africa was wetter 
than it is now, and this additional moisture allowed 
small trees and grasses to grow in areas that today 
are only desert. 7 This permitted hunter-gatherers 
to live away front the Nile river valley and practise a 
mixture of pastoralism and hunting and gathering. 
The hilly regions adjacent to the Red Sea had tree 
cover and grazing land, which supported animals 
such as deer, ibex, gazelle, antelope, and wild asses. 
In addition, there was a substantial population of 
other types of wild animals normally associated with 
regions further south in Africa including elephants, 
rhinoceros, and giraffes. 8 By the sixth millennium 
bc, increasing human population placed a greater 


emphasis on gathering edible cereal grains. This led 
to the development of early forms of agriculture, and 
a subsequent decrease in the importance of hunting 
and gathering. Most tools in the Predynastic period 
were made of stone, although there were a few copper 
implements. Granaries, partially submerged into the 
ground and lined with matting or basketwork, were 
used to store surplus grains. By the middle of the 
fourth millennium bc, during the Naqada II period, 
the Nile river valley experienced an increase in small 
communities of agriculturists who supplemented their 
diets either by hunting the decreasing population of 
wild game, or by practising animal husbandry and 
herding domesticated animals. Even though the early 
Nile river valley dwellers may have taken some steps 
towards plant and animal domestication, evidence 
indicates that early agriculture was an innovation 
that came to Egypt from Syria-Palestine sometime 
around 5000 bc . 9 The domestication of herd animals 
like sheep, long known in the Near East, occurred in 
Egypt after 5000 bc. 

Archaeological evidence from the Badarian period 
(4500^1000 bc) indicates that people in some parts 
of Upper Egypt led a semi-sedentary life. Badarian 
villages consisted of simple huts covered with brush 
or thatch. People fished in the Nile River and grew 
wheat, barley, and chickpeas, and relied to some 
extent on hunting. Clothing was either woven from 
linen or made from animal skins. Remains at Mer- 
imde 10 (5200-4100 bc) in Lower Egypt lead us to 
believe that it consisted of scattered huts that served 
as shelters and wind-breaks. Most of the dwellings 
were so small that they could not have been occu¬ 
pied by more than one person, or at most a woman 
and a small child. People still practised hunting and 
gathering but they stayed closer to their villages, 
where they grew cereal grains, which they proc¬ 
essed for consumption. Pottery consisted of both 
coarse wares and polished wares; pottery with 
an incised herringbone pattern closely resembles 
ceramic wares found at Neolithic sites in Palestine. 
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Tools were largely made of bone plus a variety of 
lithic types used for arrowheads, sickles and axes. 

Later village complexes, such as Ma’adi (3700- 
3300 bc), show evidence of both cereal agriculture 
and herding, with much less emphasis on hunting. 
At Ma’adi there was a marked increase in craft spe¬ 
cialization, with copper being used to make stone 
tools and weapons. Ma’adi was part of a trading net¬ 
work that extended from Upper Egypt in the south, 
through the Sinai Peninsula, and into Palestine in 
the north. Throughout much of its prehistory, Egypt 
remained a land of small farming villages, and scat¬ 
tered along the Nile River were bands of people who 
lived by a mixture of fishing, farming, herding, and 
some hunting and gathering. This type of economy 
worked well for many years, but by the fourth mil¬ 
lennium bc game was becoming scarce, and people 
continued to settle into small farming villages, work¬ 
ing their fields and tending small flocks of sheep, 
goats, and cattle. 

Agricultural communities made up of small farms 
alongside rivers may not lend themselves well to the 
development of cities. Unlike Mesopotamia, which 
was known for its many cities, Egyptian society was 
not as markedly urban throughout much of its early 
history. Only a few cities developed along the Nile 
River before the first millennium bc . 11 However, by 
the middle of the fourth millennium bc, Egypt had 
at least two large towns: Nekhen and Naqada, the 
larger of the two. The town of Nekhen (which the 
Greeks later called Hierakonpolis, “City of the Hawk 
King”) developed on the west bank of the Nile River 
in Upper Egypt. It is possible that by 3300 bc it had a 
population of2000 inhabitants, 12 and in the centuries 
that followed this figure was certainly higher. Nekhen 
may not have had as large a population as contem¬ 
porary cities in Mesopotamia, but it had many of the 
characteristics of a metropolitan centre. The town was 
entered through a great gateway and was surrounded 
by a high fortification wall that was up to 9.5m thick 
in some places. Like Mesopotamian cities from the 


same period, there was an enclosed area in the centre 
of the city for a temple precinct that was set off by a 
large temenos wall. At Nekhen an important deposit 
of art objects was found that show the high level of 
craftsmanship that had been reached in Egypt by the 
end of the fourth millennium bc, giving a fascinating 
glimpse into the formation of the early Egyptian state. 
A few of these objects show a distinct Mesopotamian 
influence. 

The Mesopotamian connection 

A number of factors indicate that the Predynastic cul¬ 
ture of Egypt received some form of stimulation from 
the emerging city-states of Mesopotamia, particularly 
during the Uruk period late in the fourth millennium 
bc . 13 Signs of Mesopotamian contact and influence 
have been found throughout the Nile river valley, not 
only at Nekhen, but in the north, in the Nile Delta 
region, and in Nubia to the south. Evidence consists 
of palettes, mace heads, cylinder seals, and artistic 
motifs of interlacing long-necked serpents and men 
wrestling with large beasts. Clay “nails”, or cone- 
shaped wall decorations typical of the Uruk culture 
of southern Mesopotamia, were found at the town 
of Buto in the Nile Delta. Additional architectural 
evidence consists of new types of building techniques 
that were previously only known in Mesopotamia, 14 
but were used by Egyptian builders to create struc¬ 
tures of truly monumental size. 15 

Given the evidence for Mesopotamian influence, 
scholars have asked why people from Mesopotamia, 
or at least people familiar with elements of Mesopo¬ 
tamian culture, would go to Egypt, and how they 
got there. How did people from distant lands travel 
to Egypt at a time when transportation technology 
was in its infancy? In the late fourth millennium bc, 
ships were small, and navigation techniques primi¬ 
tive. Horses and camels had not been domesticated, 
the wheel had only recently been invented, and road 


systems were undeveloped or non-existent. Never¬ 
theless, such voyages could have been undertaken. 
If ships stayed within sight of land and found safe 
harbours at night they could have crossed the Red 
Sea or used the Mediterranean Sea to get from Syria- 
Palestine to the Nile Delta. 16 But it would not have 
been necessary to travel by water since donkeys 17 
could have made the overland trip provided they had 
sufficient food and water, or people may have simply 
walked from Mesopotamia to Egypt. But why did 
they go? The answer most often given is that trad¬ 
ers from Mesopotamian city-states were looking for 
gold 18 or trading opportunities. In historic times, 
the city of Naqada 19 located 75km north of Nekhen 
was called “the Golden Town”, 20 and the region 
was known for its deposits of gold. Most scholars 
believe that a northern land route 21 was used to get 
to Egypt. Traders and explorers could have followed 
the Euphrates River north, and then turned west and 
continued down the coast of Syria-Palestine to the 
Nile Delta. But there is some evidence for sea travel 
as well in the form of numerous representations of 
boats, similar to those known from Mesopotamia, 
which are portrayed in rock carvings in the Wadi 
Hammamat, 22 the most direct route from the Red 
Sea to Naqada in Upper Egypt. 

Scholarly consensus has long maintained that 
there was significant Mesopotamian contact and 
influence on Egypt in the fourth millennium bc. 
However, some Egyptologists are questioning 23 the 
long-held idea that Mesopotamian traders spread the 
idea of writing 24 to Egypt. Excavations of the cem¬ 
etery complex at the city of Abydos have revealed a 
number of subterranean burial chambers containing 
early forms of Egyptian writing 25 from the Naqada 
III period to the Early Dynastic period 26 in the late 
fourth millennium bc (3300-3000 bc). This writing 
is in the form of inscribed jar labels found in these 
tombs, contemporary with the early city-states in 
southern Mesopotamia. This evidence seems to indi¬ 
cate that early forms of writing appeared at the same 
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time in both Egypt and Mesopotamia. Since the two 
writing systems are so different, it has been argued 
that writing may have developed independently in 
Egypt. 27 

Even though there was a period of contact between 
Mesopotamia and Egypt, Egyptian civilization did 
not develop only as a result of Mesopotamian influ¬ 
ence. Before contact with Mesopotamia, Egyptian 
civilization was already forming on the banks of the 
Nile River, so whatever influence Mesopotamia had 
on Egypt only facilitated its emergence. At the end 
of the fourth millennium bc, the period of contact 
between Egypt and Mesopotamia temporarily came 
to an end, and whatever was borrowed from the 
Tigris-Euphrates region took on a distinctive flavour 
that was wholly Egyptian. 

The rediscovery of ancient Egypt 

The story of the rediscovery of ancient Egypt is one 
of the most fascinating episodes in the recent his¬ 
tory of the ancient Near East. 28 The glories of ancient 
Egypt had been almost totally forgotten after the fall 
of the Roman Empire in the late fifth century ad. 
A few European travellers had ventured into Egypt 
during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, and had 
returned with tales of magnificent monuments and 
fabled cities. Since political conditions were some¬ 
times unstable, visitors usually did not venture much 
further south than Alexandria and Cairo. The only 
information about ancient Egypt came from classical 
historians like Herodotus and Diodorus, who had 
written accounts of Egypt in ancient times. Renewed 
interest in the land of the Nile was greatly stimu¬ 
lated by Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion of Egypt in 
1798. At that time Britain and France were at war, 
and Napoleon wanted to establish a base in Egypt 
so he could cut off Britain’s trade routes to India 
and the Far East. But Napoleon was not only inter¬ 
ested in conquering Egypt; he also wanted to record 


and study the lands of the ancient Pharaohs. 29 Before 
his invasion, Napoleon created the Commission des 
Arts et Sciences, which consisted of scholars who 
were to study Egypt while Napoleon’s soldiers con¬ 
quered it. When Napoleon left the port of Toulon in 
1798, along with the 38000 soldiers and 328 ships 
of his invasion force, he took with him 175 scholars 
or savants. This intellectual contingent of Napole¬ 
on’s invasion force had a large library, plus crates of 
scientific measuring equipment to be used by chem¬ 
ists, geologists, cartographers, and other scientists to 
make a thorough study of Egypt. 

Having drawn his troops up in front of the pyra¬ 
mids of Giza, Napoleon exhorted his men to fight 
valiantly, declaring to his soldiers “forty centuries 
are looking down on you”, referring to the tower¬ 
ing stone tombs that formed the background of the 
battle scene. The battle was of great historical impor¬ 
tance because it was the first conquest of a Muslim 
country by Europeans since the time of the crusades 
of the Middle Ages, centuries earlier. The Egyptian 
defenders were led by Murad Bey, who commanded 
an army of 90000 against Napoleon’s smaller force 
of 25 000. But the outcome of the battle was nev¬ 
er in doubt. Napoleon commanded a highly disci¬ 
plined, modern army with cannons and rifles with 
bayonets. The Egyptian warriors, armed only with 
scimitars (curved swords) fought bravely, but after 
two hours of batde, and thousands of casualties, the 
Egyptian forces left the field in defeat. The glory of 
Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt was short-lived for, a 
few weeks after the battle of the pyramids, the Brit¬ 
ish fleet, under Admiral Nelson, caught the French 
invasion flotilla at Abukir Bay and destroyed most 
of the French ships. In 1799, a year after an impres¬ 
sive beginning to his Egyptian campaign, Napoleon 
was forced to leave Egypt, his invasion a failure. 
Although Napoleon’s invasion was a military disas¬ 
ter, the scholars who had accompanied him made a 
number of important, even startling, discoveries that 
gave birth to the science of Egyptology. One of the 


men who accompanied Napoleon was the talented 
artist Dominique Vivant Denon. Denon travelled 
throughout Lower and Upper Egypt, drawing in 
great detail the hundreds of monuments and temples 
whose ruins were still visible above-ground. When 
Denon returned to France he published a popular 
book entitled Travels in Upper and Lower Egypt 
(1803) and Napoleon made him director-general of 
the museums of France. A few years later the Com¬ 
mission des Arts et Sciences published the results of 
their work in a lavishly illustrated 21-volume work 
entitled Description de I’Egypte (1809-1828). 

The Rosetta Stone 

Among the discoveries that the savants made was a 
stele of heavy black basalt called the Rosetta Stone 
(1.14m x 0.74m x 0.28m), which contained a 
bilingual inscription written in three different scripts: 
the top portion was written in the traditional hiero¬ 
glyphic or pictographic style; the middle section was 
written in demotic, a cursive form of Egyptian writing; 
and the bottom section was written in ancient Greek. 
The top two sections of the stone were unreadable, 
but ancient Greek was a well-known language for 
many scholars. 

Plaster casts of the Rosetta Stone were made 
and sent to Paris, but as part of the surrender terms 
when the French troops capitulated to the British, 
the French were obliged to give the precious relic 
to their conquerors. It was taken to Britain after 
the hostilities, where it remains today in the British 
Museum in London. From that moment the race 
was on to see who would be the first to decipher 
the mysterious script and open the doors to ancient 
Egypt; the Rosetta Stone was the key to deciphering 
ancient Egyptian writing. The first major progress 
in understanding it was made by the English scien¬ 
tist Thomas Young (1773-1829), although he never 
actually deciphered the text of the Rosetta Stone. 
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The Rosetta Stone, which has a trilingual inscription. 
(British Museum, London.) 


That difficult task was accomplished about 20 
years later by Jean Francois Champollion. As a 
child Champollion (1790-1832) was exceptionally 
talented and spent his early years studying at the 
lycee in the town of Grenoble. He began studying 
ancient Hebrew when he was 11 years old, and was 
already proficient in Latin and Greek. One day he 
saw a plaster cast of the Rosetta Stone in the home 
of a family friend and asked if anyone could read it. 
The answer at that time was no, for ancient Egyp¬ 
tian was still a mystery. Upon hearing this, the young 
Champollion is said to have declared that some day 
he would decipher the writing on the stone; 20 years 


later he did exacdy that. At 13 he was reading Arabic 
and Coptic, the last form of the ancient Egyptian 
language, and he studied Chinese to see if it was 
related to ancient Egyptian. When he was 17 years 
old he decided to further his studies in Paris and 
used another book he had written, Egypt Under the 
Pharaohs , as his entrance exam essay. His professors 
were so impressed they embraced him, and made 
him a member of the Grenoble teaching faculty on 
the spot. 

Champollion went on to study in Paris where 
he immersed himself in Persian, Sanskrit, and more 
Coptic, the key to understanding hieroglyphs. 30 
He was so poor while studying in Paris during the 
troubled days of the Napoleonic Wars that he nearly 
starved to death on a number of occasions, and yet, 
despite numerous hardships, it was during this time 
that he began working on deciphering the hiero¬ 
glyphs. 31 Two years later, the 19-year-old returned 
to Grenoble and took up his position as a profes¬ 
sor at his former school. In 1822 he published his 
now famous Lettre a M. Dacier 31 explaining some 
of the basic aspects of the ancient Egyptian writing 
system. Champollion’s work was quickly recognized 
as a scholarly masterpiece and shortly thereafter he 
was appointed head of the Egyptian section of the 
Louvre Museum, and the first professor of Egyptol¬ 
ogy at the College de France in Paris. In 1828 he led 
an 18-month expedition to Egypt, where he discov¬ 
ered buried temples, deciphered unknown inscrip¬ 
tions, and confirmed many of his theories. He died 
aged 41, three years after his return to Paris. As a 
result of Champollion’s work the language of one of 
the world’s most ancient and venerable civilizations 
came to life once again. 

Egyptology 

After Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign, and the eye¬ 
opening discoveries made by the savants , an increased 


awareness and interest in Egyptian culture swept over 
Europe. By the middle of the 19th century excavators, 
from Germany, Britain, France, and other countries, 
were combing the Nile river valley, copying inscrip¬ 
tions and recovering precious objects. Reports of new 
discoveries were published in newspapers and books, 
which reached a growing audience of people who 
desired to learn more about the ancient kingdoms 
along the Nile. By the beginning of the 20 th century, 
museums in Europe and North America were display¬ 
ing thousands of artifacts from Egypt, while a growing 
number of scholarly and popular books brought a 
greater awareness of this ancient land to the public. 
Specialized journals of Egyptian history and archae¬ 
ology published by scholarly organizations began to 
appear in the 19th century along with dictionaries 
of the Egyptian language. This initial period of dis¬ 
covery was highlighted by the discovery of the tomb 
of Tutankhamun (see Ch. 14) by Howard Carter in 
1922. Beginning with Napoleon as part of a military 
enterprise, today Egyptology is a well-established field 
of research that seeks to further the understanding 
of one of the world’s most beautiful and fascinating 
civilizations. 

The unification of Egypt 

Egyptologists traditionally mark the beginning of 
Egyptian history with the unification of Egypt un¬ 
der the rule of a single king, Narmer. 33 It is now 
generally agreed that Egypt had achieved some 
kind of political and cultural unity in the Naqada 
III period, but Namier’s role in this is still debated. 
Before unification, Egypt was made up of a number 
of small political districts ruled by strongmen or 
tribal chiefs. Gradually, the southern rulers (Upper 
Egypt) expanded their power and influence into the 
Nile Delta region in the north (Lower Egypt) until 
eventually the whole Nile river valley was conquered 
by forces from the south. 34 Lower Egypt was called 
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The red crown of Lower Egypt and the white crown of Upper 
Egypt.The combined crowns are shown on the right. 


ta-mehu , and encompassed die Nile Delta to its apex 
near the ancient capital of Memphis. 

Upper Egypt, called shemau , started at the First 
Cataract (the word “cataract” refers to the rapids 
or cascades of the Nile River) and went as far as the 
city of Memphis 700km to the north. After unifica¬ 
tion, the kings of Upper Egypt were designated ny- 
swt, meaning “one who belongs to the sedge plant”. 
The characteristic headdress of these kings was a tall 
white crown, the hedjet. The kings of Lower Egypt 
bore the title bity , which perhaps means “one of the 
bee”, and was represented by the hieroglyph of a bee. 
The official headdress of the king of Lower Egypt 
was a red crown, the deshret , made of wicker with a 
high back and a curved element protruding from the 
front. The unification of Egypt was accomplished 
when one individual managed to wear the crowns 
of both regions. The first person shown wearing the 
two crowns on the same artifact was Narmer, whose 
name means something like “deadly or baleful cat¬ 
fish”, about 3000 bc. This act marks the unification 
of Upper and Lower Egypt and the beginning of 
Egyptian history and dynastic kingship. 

Egyptian history has been traditionally divided into 
dynasties since the third century bc, when Manetho, 
an Egyptian priest, wrote a treatise on history and 
chronology and divided Egyptian history into 30 
ruling families or dynasties. 36 Although Manetho’s 
system contains some errors, modern historians still 
follow his basic divisions. Beginning in the 19th cen¬ 
tury ad, Egyptologists began to divide Egyptian his¬ 
tory into larger blocks of time containing a number 
of dynasties such as the Old Kingdom, the Mid¬ 
dle Kingdom and the New Kingdom, interspersed 
with periods of social and political decline referred 
to as the First Intermediate, Second Intermedi¬ 
ate, and Third Intermediate periods (see chrono¬ 
logical chart, overleaf). The first three dynasties, the 
Early Dynastic period, lasted from about 2920 bc 
to 2575 bc. There are no written documents that 
refer direcdy to the unification of Upper and Lower 


Egypt, 36 thus one of the most important events in 
Egyptian history has gone unrecorded. However, 
an artifact known as the Palette of Narmer in the 
Egyptian Museum, Cairo, provides some interesting 
information concerning the early political history of 
the Two Lands. 

The Palette of Narmer 

Exactly when and how Egypt became unified is not 
fully understood, but clues to its formation can be 
found on artifacts such as the Palette of Narmer. 37 
The Palette is a flat, shield-shaped object made of 
slate that was supposedly used to grind eye paint and 
cosmetics. Each side is divided into registers contain¬ 
ing various scenes and symbols sculpted in low relief. 
At the top on both sides the goddess Hathor is shown 
as a human-faced cow. Between her representations 
the name of the king is inscribed inside a serekh, a 
rectangular frame that contains the king’s name and 
represents the palace where he lived. His name is writ¬ 
ten with the hieroglyphs for “catfish” and “chisel”, 
which are read “Narmer”. The centre register of the 
obverse side shows Narmer wearing the white crown, 
the hedjet , of Upper Egypt. With his raised arm he is 
preparing to strike the king of Lower Egypt, whom 
he holds by the hair. Behind Narmer stands a serv¬ 
ant, holding his sandals and carrying a jar in his right 
hand. Narmer is seen wearing a kilt, some kind of 
animal tail, and an artificial tuft of hair strapped to 
his chin. These elements were adopted by later kings 
as part of their royal attire. The combination bird 
and human head symbol to the right represents the 
emblem of the hawk god, Horus, presenting victory 
to the Icing, who has subdued his enemy and restrains 
him with a string through his nose. On the bottom 
register are two dead enemies of the king defeated by 
the mighty Narmer. 

On the reverse side, the second register shows 
the king visiting a batdefield where his enemies have 
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Palette of Narmer, obverse. Slate, height 64 cm. 

(Egyptian Museum, Cairo.) 

been slain. The enemy corpses have their heads neatly 
tucked between their legs, and are laid out in two 
rows of five headless bodies. Standing before them are 
standard-bearers carrying the symbols of various local 
tribes. The king is shown wearing the deshret , the red 
crown. The chisel and catfish hieroglyphs are once 
again clearly visible, indicating that the same per¬ 
son is wearing both crowns in two different scenes. 
The middle register of the reverse side contains two 




Palette of Narmer, reverse. (Egyptian Museum, Cairo.) 


mythological creatures whose long, intertwined 
necks form the circular area in which cosmetics were 
crushed. Their necks are tethered by ropes held by 
servants. In the lower register a bull, representing 
the king, tramples an enemy while knocking down 
an enemy fortress. Most Egyptologists interpret the 
Palette of Narmer as a representation of the king of 
Upper Egypt subduing the king of Lower Egypt or 
perhaps one of his other enemies. It is not known if 


Chronology of major historical divisions in Egyptian 
history (all dates bc) 


Late Predynastic period 

3300-3200 

UNIFICATION 


Early Dynastic period 

2920-2575 

Old Kingdom 

2575-2134 

First Intermediate period 

2134-2040 

Middle Kingdom 

2040-1640 

Second Intermediate period 

1640-1532 

New Kingdom 

1532-1069 

Third Intermediate period 

1069-664 

Late period 

664-525 

Persian period 

525-332 

Hellenistic period 

332-30 


the Palette represents the actual unification of the 
Two Lands or only one of the many conquests that 
took place as part of the general process that brought 
Upper and Lower Egypt together as a single nation 
around 3000 bc. Nevertheless, the Palette of Narmer 
gives some interesting insights into the formation of 
the early Egyptian state. 

The Early Dynastic period (2920-2575 bc) 

After Egypt was unified, dynastic kings ruled the Nile 
river valley and Egyptian civilization flowered and 
prospered for many centuries. The Egyptian state 
was considered to be not a political organization 
constructed by humans, but a creation of the gods 
at the beginning of time. From the very beginning 
Egyptian kings were considered to be divine beings 
sent to rule the earth: the divine sons of a human 
female and the ancient sky god, Horus, a god in the 
form of a great hawk with outstretched wings that 
covered the sky, whose eyes were the sun and the 
moon. Horus was also the son of Osiris, the god of 
the underworld (see Ch. 12). Several generations 
before the kings Narmer and Aha, the name of the 
god Horus was incorporated into their royal names 
and this tradition continued throughout Egyptian 
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history. Later kings were also considered to be di¬ 
vinely connected to the sun god Re, the source of 
life, light, and power. 

The king was sometimes referred to as the “perfect 
god”, and his unique status allowed him to act as a 
mediator between his human subjects and the gods. 
In theory, only the king could approach the gods 
since he was the son of a god. 38 The political nature of 
kingship, and the everyday tasks of ruling the country, 
were mixed with religious beliefs and mythology and 
the Icing, who was called the “benevolent shepherd” 
of the land, kept things in smooth working order. To 
rule properly and justly, the king was obliged to act 
according to ma’a-t , the concept of truth and justice 
that served as the moral foundation on which the 
state was built. The concept of ma’at was so impor¬ 
tant that many kings even incorporated the word 
ma’at into their Horus names. 39 To the ancient Egyp¬ 
tians, everything was chaos and confusion without the 
king, but once he was on his throne, order and good 
government could be maintained in the Two Lands. 
In matters of administration the reigning king’s sons 
and other close relatives were given important posi¬ 
tions as priests, viziers (administrators), and the head 
of the all-important treasury. However, apart from 
the names and titles of kings and a few important 
family members, litde is known about the history of 
the day-to-day events of this period, or why some 
dynasties lasted longer than others. 

One of the chief functions of the king was to 
maintain the unity of Upper and Lower Egypt. 
This can be seen in the distinctly symbolic clothing 
worn by the king with symbols from both regions 
of Egypt, such as the crowns of Upper and Lower 
Egypt. The centralized government under the king 
redistributed food surpluses during times of need 


to make sure that there was enough for everyone. 
The king also used manufactured goods to engage 
in trade with outsiders. With the resources of the 
palace at his disposal, the king could control the 
most lucrative forms of trade, since he controlled 
more wealth than any single individual. Archaeologi¬ 
cal evidence indicates that by the Naqada III period 
and the 1st Dynasty, Palestinian goods were being 
included in Egyptian royal tombs and, conversely, 
Egyptian goods have been found in Palestine during 
the same period, making it clear that there was active 
trade between the two regions. It is also evidence of 
Egyptian settlement in Palestine. 40 

By the 2nd Dynasty there is little evidence of 
continuing direct trade with Mesopotamia, but 
trade did continue with Palestine. After unification, 
the use of copper increased and larger construc¬ 
tion projects using wood, mud bricks, and small 
amounts of stone were undertaken. In the Pre- 
dynastic period the Egyptians were familiar with 
softer precious metals like gold and silver, and they 
continued to work with copper as they had in ear¬ 
lier times, although many of their tools and imple¬ 
ments were still made of wood or stone. By the 
Early Dynastic period a few inscriptions on stone 
or other durable materials begin to appear, but no 
written documents on papyrus have survived from 
the early centuries of Egyptian history. As a result, 
scholars tend to emphasize artifacts and archaeo¬ 
logical discoveries in their attempts to understand 
the formation of early Egypt. Non-written sources 
of information such as temples, funerary complex¬ 
es, and their accompanying artwork have revealed 
much about the religion, politics, and everyday life 
in the early phases of Egyptian history, and will be 
emphasized in Chapter 11. 


11 The Old 
Kingdom or the 
Pyramid Age 
( 2575-2134 bc) 


About four centuries after King Narmer, Egypt 
entered into the historical period called the Old King¬ 
dom. Also known as the “Pyramid Age”, 1 the Old 
Kingdom is a term used to refer to the time period 
covering the 4th to the 7th Dynasties, although some 
Egyptologists include the 3rd Dynasty too. The Old 
Kingdom was a time of consolidation and develop¬ 
ment of the state and represents a major flowering 
of Egyptian civilization. During the Old Kingdom, 
Egypt experienced a long and uninterrupted period 
of economic prosperity and political stability that was 
a continuation of the previous Early Dynastic period, 
which saw the unification of Egypt into a single state 
ruled by a king who was elevated to a semi-divine 
status. Old Kingdom Egypt was administered by a 
literate elite, who developed a centrally administered 
state that could guarantee prosperity and stability for 
its leaders and inhabitants. 

The social hierarchy of the Old Kingdom has been 
likened to the other great innovation of the period: 
the pyramid. At the summit of the social pyramid was 
the king and immediately below him were his family 
members, many of whom held important positions 
within the governing elite. The king entrusted his 
relatives with the highest positions in the adminis¬ 
tration, and many of the most important positions 
in temples, which were also centres of political and 
economic power, were held by family members. 

By the Old Kingdom, Egyptian society was uni¬ 
fied and highly organized. The capital of the Two 
Lands remained at Memphis, south of the Nile 



pyramids. 
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Delta, where Upper and Lower Egypt join together. 
Although many great architectural structures of the 
period remain, litde is known about the size and lay¬ 
out of the capital itself, and few Old Kingdom histori¬ 
cal or administrative texts have survived. As a result, 
knowledge of this period is incomplete and, as for the 
previous Early Dynastic period, few political events 
are actually known. Despite this, scholars know the 
names and the lengths of the reigns of almost all the 
kings of this period, including the famous pyramid 
builders of the 4th Dynasty, as well as lesser-known 
kings of the 5th and 6th Dynasties. The 6th Dynasty 
King Pepi II was the last important ruler of the Old 
Kingdom. He came to power as a child at the age of 6 
and ruled for an incredible 94 years. By his time there 
was increasing friction between Upper Egypt and the 
newly emerging states of Nubia to the south. 


Chronology of the Early Dynastic period, Old Kingdom and 
Middle Kingdom (all dates Bc).The reigns of some individual 
kings are included. 


Early Dynastic period (Dynasties 1-3) 

1st Dynasty 2920-2770 

2nd Dynasty 2770-2649 

3rd Dynasty 2649-2575 

Djoser 2630-2611 

Huni 2599-2575 


Old Kingdom (Dynasties 4-8) 

4th Dynasty 

2575-2465 


Snefru 

2575-2551 


Khufu 

2551-2528 


Khafre 

2520-2494 


Menkaure 

2490-2472 


5th Dynasty 

2465-2323 


6th Dynasty 

2323-2150 


7th/8th Dynasties 

2150-2134 


First Intermediate period 

9th/10th Dynasties 

2134-2040 

(Herakleopolis) 

11th Dynasty 

2134-2040 

(Thebes) 

Middle Kingdom 

11th Dnasty 

2040-1991 


12th Dynasty 

1991-1783 


13th/14th Dynasties 

1783-C.1640 



Surviving economic and administrative docu¬ 
ments make it clear that people, animals, and crop 
yields were counted on an annual basis, so the 
people could be taxed. There was no money at this 
time so people paid with agricultural goods. 2 Egyp¬ 
tian society was roughly divided into three groups 
directly under the king: the most powerful group 
was composed of literate men who wielded authority 
granted to them by the king; then there were minor 
officials connected to palaces and temples such as 
door-keepers, soldiers, and quarrymen; and then the 
vast, illiterate peasantry who made up most of the 
population. Ideally, the king was the sole proprietor 
of the entire country and all its industries and natural 
resources. 3 Trade and crafts were owned by the king 
and were directly under his control. He had total 
control over the entire population of the country 
including the lower portion of the social pyramid; 
the rural agricultural population, who had the sta¬ 
tus of serfs, farmed land they did not own and paid 
a portion of their harvests to people higher up the 
socioeconomic ladder. Yet although the palace and 
the state controlled much of the economic activity 
there is ample evidence for private ownership ofland 4 
and the free exchange and bartering of goods. Agri¬ 
cultural resources were divided into three categories: 
the crown, which had vast land holdings; religious 
estates, which maintained shrines and temples dedi¬ 
cated to the deceased and endowments for their 
cults; and private individuals. 

The state was also concerned with the adminis¬ 
tration of law and justice and the maintenance of 
ma’at throughout the land. During the Old King¬ 
dom there were law courts staffed with permanent 
officials with titles such as “overseer of the court”, or 
“master of the secrets of judgements in the court”, 
who specialized in legal matters, and had the pow¬ 
er to deal with criminal cases. 5 Unfortunately, the 
ancient Egyptians left no collections of laws or law 
codes 6 similar to those of Mesopotamian kings such 
as the First Babylonian Dynasty king Hammurabi, 7 


so little is known about the actual functioning of Old 
Kingdom law courts. 

Egypt’s economy was based on the production 
of agricultural goods and their redistribution. 8 The 
state and temples were the major landowners, and 
they collected part of what the peasants raised each 
year and used it to feed and maintain royalty, the tem¬ 
ple, and their employees. The remainder was stored 
to be used in times of famine. In order to properly 
administer the 1000-km kingdom, Egypt was divided 
into smaller administrative units called “ Homes’ ’, and 
each nome had a governor or nomarch , who took 
orders from the king. Towards the end of the Old 
Kingdom, names ignored the central authority of the 
king and attempted to operate like small, independent 
polities. In fact, one of the major themes throughout 
much of Egyptian history was the struggle between 
the centralized control of the king and nomarchs to 
increase their own power. Nevertheless, there were 
times, such as the Old Kingdom, when the king held 
absolute power over the land and was able to utilize 
the country’s natural resources on an unprecedented 
scale, allowing him to embark on massive mortuary 
construction projects such as the pyramids. One of 
the clearest manifestations of Old Kingdom wealth 
and stability were the large and costly projects under¬ 
taken in the middle years of the third millennium bc. 
The Early Dynastic period saw the first widespread 
use of stone as a building material, and by the Old 
Kingdom Egyptian masons were the undisputed 
masters of stone architecture, preparing the way for 
Egypt’s most enduring and impressive creations: the 
pyramids. 

Concepts of the afterlife 

It is sometimes believed that the ancient Egyptians 
were preoccupied with death and had a morbid 
fascination with dead bodies and tombs. 9 To some 
extent this may be true, but they were probably no 
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more concerned with death than any other civili¬ 
zation, ancient or modern. 10 Several Old Kingdom 
texts emphasize this with the opening words, “Oh 
you who love life and hate death.” The Egyptians 
may appear more interested in death and the afterlife 
because so many of their tombs and so much of their 
funerary art has lasted into modern times. Even the 
most casual visitor to Egypt cannot help noticing the 
many spectacular tombs and mortuary structures, 
both above and below ground, scattered the length 
of the Nile river valley. Art history books and mu¬ 
seums in Europe and North America are filled with 
examples of artwork created for funerary purposes 
and never intended to be put on public display. Some 
of the finest examples of Egyptian art buried with 
the dead were crafted strictly for religious and magi¬ 
cal purposes. Carefully burying art objects such as 
statues, personal effects, and tomb paintings ensured 
that some of the most precious art objects ever cre¬ 
ated would survive long after their civilization had 
vanished. Even though most tombs were looted in 
antiquity by the Egyptians themselves, small amounts 
of their art have escaped detection by tomb robbers 
over the millennia. But even when emptied of their 
precious contents by thieves, hundreds of scenes of 
religious rituals and episodes from daily life depicted 
on tomb walls have managed to survive in remarkably 
good condition. Underground burial not only pro¬ 
tected art objects from thieves, but it also protected 
them from wind, dust storms, and the destructive 
rays of the sun. Because some of their art has sur¬ 
vived, it is possible for us to conjure up images of 
the ancient Egyptians, and recycle them in our own 
traditional and popular forms of art. In a very real 
sense, Egyptian art has made them immortal. 


Concepts of the soul 


Unlike many modern religious beliefs, the ancient 
Egyptians believed that an individual had more than 
one “soul” that survived after death. The soul was 
non-physical and was divided into three principal 
entities; the ka, the ba , and the akh. u The ka was cre¬ 
ated for each person at birth and has been considered 
variously as the person’s twin, or double, or as a land 
of “guardian angel”. Some Egyptologists have seen 
the ka in psychological terms 12 as representing the 
personality, temperament, or vital force. The word 
also seems to mean fortune or position. Whatever 
the exact nature of the ka , it is clear that the deceased 
person and his ka had a close association after death. 
The king is referred to as going to his ka at death, 
and religious writings known as the Pyramid Texts 13 
mention that the ka occasionally acted as a guide to 
the afterlife for the dead. Sometimes the ka and the 
king are referred to as being in the tomb together. 
The tomb was called “the house of the ka’\ while the 
priests responsible for its maintenance were called the 
“servants” of the ka. 14 

The ka was represented as either a bearded 
human figure with a wig and two upraised arms, or 
as two upraised arms bent at the elbow. Even though 
the ka was of a non-physical nature, it had to be 
fed like any other living being. Indeed, the plural 
of the word ka means “sustenance”, clearly linking 
it with food. Sustaining the ka after death was of 
prime importance to the Egyptians, and this is why 
many of their funerary rites were devoted to food 
and drink offerings, and why so many burials from 
the Predynastic period to the end of the Pharaonic 
period contained chambers where large amounts of 
food could be stored. 

The second aspect of the soul was the ba. is The 
ba was represented as a human-headed bird that was 
free to leave the confines of the tomb and visit places 
that had been enjoyed by the person during his or 
her lifetime. The word ba means “animation” or 



The ba as a bird hovering over its mummified remains. 
(Book of the Dead.) 



STARS THAT SET 
BELOW THE 
HORIZON DIE 


REGION OF 
CIRCUMPOLAR STARS 


ETERNAL STARS NEVER SET 
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SUN RISES AND SETS 

(is born, dies and is reborn every day) 


The stars of the circumpolar region of the heavens. 
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“manifestation” and referred to the spirit that the 
Egyptians believed lived on after a person died. Even 
though the ba was free to move about, it could not 
survive outside the tomb for an extended period of 
time. When darkness came, the ba had to return to 
its own tomb for the night. If the ka was not fed and 
sustained the ba had nowhere to return. For the ka 
and the ba to survive, the body had to be preserved, 
food and drink offerings had to be made, and the 
tomb had to be protected against the ever-present 
danger from tomb robbers in search of gold and 
treasure. 

The third, more rarefied, aspect of the soul, called 
the akb, 16 could be either benevolent or evil. Nor¬ 
mally translated as “spirit”, the akh played a special 
role serving as an intermediary between the living 
and the dead. Living people could ask the akh of a 
deceased relative to intervene for them against other 
akhs who were causing them problems. 17 The akh 
was also that part of the soul incorporated into the 
universe, which became one of the eternal stars, an 
immortal beacon floating in the night sky. The Egyp¬ 
tians believed that celestial bodies such as the sun, 
the moon, or the stars that set below the horizon 
effectively died and were reborn at their next 
appearance. Thus, the sun died each night in the 
west and was reborn the next morning at sunrise in 
the east. The same fate awaited all humans who were 
buried, or in essence went below the horizon, at 
death. However, there is one group of stars, known 
as the circumpolar stars, that do not set below the 
horizon because they are clustered around the north 
celestial pole above the earth. Familiar stars in this 
area include the Big Dipper (Ursa Major) and Lit¬ 
tle Dipper (Ursa Minor). 18 Because these stars never 
set below the horizon, to the Egyptians they nev¬ 
er died. Becoming one of the circumpolar stars at 
death ensured the deceased eternal life as a visible 
manifestation of the departed for those on earth to 
see. Several shafts in the Khufu Pyramid (see below) 
face north, which has led some scholars to specu¬ 


late that they were oriented towards the area of the 
circumpolar stars and served to guide the deceased 
towards the region of the eternal stars. The Pyramid 
Texts inscribed inside the pyramid of the 5th Dynasty 
king Unas and 6th Dynasty pyramids refer to the 
dead king as a star among the eternal or circumpolar 
stars, who rose in the east, and sat among the stars 
in the northern skies. 19 There are numerous refer¬ 
ences to the king as a star living in the sky, but at 
the same time he was still magically connected to 
his earthbound ka and te, who were confined to the 
environment in and around the tomb. 

Pit graves 

Like most peoples, the ancient Egyptians believed in 
the post-mortem (after death) survival of some kind 
of spirit or soul. Egyptian concepts of the afterlife 
were influenced by the climate and environmental 
conditions that prevailed in the Nile river valley. The 
low relative humidity, meagre amounts of rainfall, 
and general aridity combined to make Egypt one 
of the driest regions in the Near East. Predynastic 
Egyptians of the fifth and fourth millennia bc buried 
their dead in shallow graves referred to as pit burials 
or pit graves. The dead were buried lying on their 
sides with their knees drawn up against their chests, 
and their hands folded before their faces. Heads of 
the deceased were oriented to the south with faces 
towards the west, the direction of the setting sun. 20 
Grave goods included pots for food and drink as 
well as objects of personal adornment such as combs 
and pins. In some instances corpses were covered 
with animal skins or coarse matting, or placed inside 
baskets made of woven twigs. 

Pit graves were often covered by a pile of sand or 
stones: a tumulus. This made it easier for the relatives 
of the deceased to find the burial site in the desert 
and return to make food offerings. The tumulus 
also protected the deceased from wild dogs, which 


often destroyed burials looking for food. The sparse 
grave goods from the Predynastic period offer few 
clues concerning post-mortem beliefs, but food and 
personal belongings are a clear indication of a belief 
in some kind of an afterlife. Most pit graves were oval 
and quite small, a little over 1 m long and half as wide. 
Due to the hot, dry climate, the body was often natu¬ 
rally preserved, and no artificial means were required 
to preserve it. Many naturally preserved cadavers have 
been recovered from most regions of Egypt and from 
different historical periods. On numerous occasions 
desert burial grounds have yielded the dried-out 
remains of some long-forgotten individual, buried 
thousands of years ago, whose shrivelled corpse is still 
covered in an envelope of dried skin, with hair and 
fingernails in place, and the shrunken, ghoulish face 
discernible. On occasion, the Egyptians must have 
seen previously buried corpses dug up by animals, or 
perhaps accidentally uncovered while digging other 
graves. Observing that the dead were preserved in a 
dried-out condition, they incorporated the idea of 
physical preservation of the body into their beliefs 
about the afterlife. The early Egyptians probably did 
not know why the bodies were preserved in their 



Predynastic pit grave,fourth millennium BC.The deceased 
was buried facing west, covered with reed matting.The burial 
contained food offerings, beads, and household objects. 
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desiccated form, but they held to the belief that the 
body had to be preserved for the soul to survive in 
the afterlife. 21 

The Egyptians had a very physical eschatology. 
Concepts that deal with preserving, provisioning, 
and protecting the dead dominate their attitudes 
about death and the afterlife throughout all periods 
of their history. If the body rotted, the chances for 
a happy eternal life were diminished or eliminat¬ 
ed. To survive, the body had to be fed, protected, 
and provided with food and drink. 22 This is shown 
clearly in graves where large quantities of pots for 
food and drink provisions have been recovered dat¬ 
ing from the Early Dynastic period. The body also 
had to be secured from thieves, wild animals, and 
sand storms. If the body was disturbed in any way, 
the post-mortem existence of the deceased would be 
terminated forever. It is perhaps for an extra measure 
of security that the in-ground burials at Abydos, a 
town in Middle Egypt containing a number of royal 
burials, were surrounded by thick mud-brick walls 
sunk into the ground. 

During the 1990s the German Archaeological 
Institute excavated a number of these enclosed pit 
graves, which at one time contained the burials of 
three 1st Dynasty kings: Iri-Hor, Aha, and possibly 
Narmer. 23 The pit burial of Aha consists of three 
mud-brick-lined chambers plus evidence of several 
large wooden shrines. To the east of these chambers 
excavators found a series of 33 smaller, brick-lined 
burials which contained the remains of male serv¬ 
ants of Aha, between 20 and 25 years old, who were 
killed or perhaps committed suicide, and were buried 
with him. All other 1st Dynasty burials at Abydos 
have subsidiary burials that contained people who 
were interred at the time of royal burials. It is unclear 
whether those buried in the subsidiary tombs were 
priests, high-ranking officials, or domestic servants 
who were to serve the king in the afterlife. The 1st 
Dynasty was the only period in Egyptian history when 
humans were sacrificed in such circumstances; the 


practice was abandoned afterwards in following or 
later dynasties. 24 After the formation of the Egyptian 
state the amount of wealth amassed by the king and 
the ruling elite increased. This new-found wealth 
was used during the king’s lifetime to build palaces 
and temples and, in preparation for his death, for the 
construction of tombs and funerary complexes. 25 

Changes in Early Dynastic funerary 
structures 

In the 1st Dynasty, the mastaba , a new type of above¬ 
ground burial structure, appears in some burials. The 
word mastabn means “bench” in Arabic and the struc¬ 
ture resembles the low benches often found outside 
modern-day Middle-Eastern homes. Early mastabas 
were made of mud bricks and were shaped like the 
houses ofkings and members of the ruling elite. Masta- 
bas were built directly on top of in-ground burials and 
some had a small mortuary chapel attached to the east 
side. The mortuary chapel served as a place where 
the living could come and make food offerings and 
prayers to the deceased. First Dynasty mastabas were 
equipped with large storehouses for food, which was 
magically consumed by the dead throughout eternity. 
The mastaba of Queen Neithhotep at Naqada had a 
superstructure containing 20 above-ground chambers 
used for food storage. 26 



Mastaba tomb,4th Dynasty, third millennium bc. 


Like all Egyptian funerary monuments, the design 
of the mastaba underwent constant changes and 
modifications to improve its function and to make 
it correspond structurally to the religious beliefs 
and needs of the dead. Later mastabas had up to 45 
above-ground chambers containing stone and pottery 
vases, copper tools and vessels, wooden and ivory 
furniture, weapons, cosmetic and toilette articles, 
and even board games. Smaller burial complexes were 
provided for lesser officials, while the graves of the 
poor had not changed significandy from the pit graves 
of Predynastic times. The practice of having chambers 
both above and below ground continued until the 
middle of the 1st Dynasty, around 2900 bc. 

In response to the growing problem of tomb rob¬ 
bery the number of above-ground chambers dimin¬ 
ished while the number of underground chambers 
increased. This trend continued until above-ground 
chambers were abandoned altogether. Underground 
storage areas consisted of a long central passage with 
chambers branching out on either side. The mastaba 
structure proper no longer contained any storage 
chambers and was completely filled in with rubble to 
form a solid trapezoid-shaped mass. 

During the early phases of Egyptian history, vessels 
for holding food and drink provisions were the most 
numerous objects found in tombs. This is in sharp 
contrast to the Old Kingdom, when the amount of 
food provisions had diminished in importance and 
more attention was given to precious objects, elabo¬ 
rate coffins, and non-edible goods. It is also in the 
Old Kingdom that the size of the burial chambers 
and the vast amount of goods contained in them 
were reduced. For sheer numbers of objects the Ear¬ 
ly Dynastic period is unsurpassed. The tomb of the 
3rd Dynasty king Djoser has yielded 40000 stone 
vessels and more chambers still await excavation. 27 
Most of the vessels probably did not contain food or 
drink, but served to provide provisions for the after¬ 
life magically. One of the most popular types of food 
offering consisted of choice cuts of beef that were to 
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be magically consumed by the deceased. SomewtrwTa- 
bas contained chambers devoted to the storage of 
meat only, particularly cuts front the rib sections of 
the animal. Other mastabas contained brick grana¬ 
ries containing large amounts of grain for making 
bread. Besides meat and bread, liquid refreshments 
were provided by vast numbers of pottery jars filled 
with wine. In one instance during the 2nd Dynasty, a 
meal was set out in a tomb on fine stone and pottery 
dishes, providing nourishment for the deceased for 
all eternity. The ingestion of food was always magical, 
and as long as the food remained uneaten it would 
always be there for the hungry tomb occupant. To 
ensure that the king or high-ranking person would 
enjoy a life of leisure, servants and attendants were 
sometimes buried in mastabas attached to the tomb 
of their master, or they were buried near it (but not 
in it, as in Mesopotamia) in their own smaller masta¬ 
bas arranged in rows outside the sacred precinct. 28 
They were probably buried at the same time as their 
masters, but it is not known how they died. 

The step pyramid of Djoser 

The 3rd Dynasty king Djoser made a number of 
innovations in funerary architecture, which can be 
seen in the vast complex he constructed at Saqqara, 29 
of which his step pyramid forms the centrepiece and 
is one of the most outstanding examples of Egyptian 
architecture. Much of the credit for this remarkable 
structure is probably due to the king’s chief architect, 
Imhotep, who later was reputed to have been a great 
healer, architect, and astronomer. If we can believe 
the ancient stories, his healing powers were so pro¬ 
ficient that he was deified and worshipped as a god 
after his death. Whether he was ever an astronomer 
is not known, but in architecture it appears Imhotep 
was an innovator who achieved great things. 

For his funerary complex, Djoser chose a location 
on the west bank of the Nile River, next to a 2nd 


Dynasty royal cemetery, and the capital city of Mem¬ 
phis. He began by building a traditional mastaba 
with a number of underground storage chambers, as 
had been the practice for centuries. The core of his 
monument was a structure made of locally available 
soft limestone, covered with a layer of higher-quality 
limestone quarried on the opposite bank of the Nile 
River at Tura, about 201cm away. The original masta¬ 
ba measured about 8m high by 63m on each side. 
The structure was oriented, more or less, towards 
the four cardinal directions (north, south, east, and 
west), but its base does not appear to have been laid 
out using the observation of celestial objects. The 
orientation of the structure may have more to do 
with the north-south direction of the Nile River than 
the stars. 

At this point in its construction, a layer of stone 
less than a metre thick was attached to the exterior 
surface of the mastaba. Then, for some reason, it 
was enlarged again. An additional 9 m was added to 
the base on the east side, giving the tomb an oblong 
shape. Before these modifications were completed, 
a radical new plan was introduced. The base of the 
mastaba was extended again by another 3m on each 
side, and then three smaller mastabas were built on 
top of the original structure. Once again the plans 
were changed and the entire mass was enlarged a 
third time, surpassing the previous structure in 
height and breadth. Finally, after some additional 
modifications, the structure was increased from four 
to six stages, and this remained its final form. The 
completed step pyramid, covered with polished lime¬ 
stone, rose 60 m high and measured 140 m x 118 m 
at its base. It was certainly one of the most dazzling 
architectural showpieces ever created by people up 
to that time. 

King Djoser’s tomb was different from previ¬ 
ous burial structures. Unlike earlier mastabas built 
mainly of mud bricks, Djoser’s was built entirely of 
stone. The stones were small in comparison to later 
mortuary structures, but the step pyramid of Djoser 



Step pyramid of King Djoser and section of the outer wall. 
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Step pyramid of King Djoser and a section of the outer wall. 


contained a massive amount of material compared to 
earlier single-stage mastcibas. What is less evident, and 
yet very important for understanding the uniqueness 
of this structure, is how a sufficient number of work¬ 
ers were organized, housed, and fed so that such a 
project could be brought to successful completion. 
Previously, the building of a large, single-storeyed 
mastaba could have been completed with local work¬ 
ers from the surrounding area. But, there were not 
enough labourers in the area around Memphis to 
undertake such a large project and additional work¬ 
ers would have been needed from other parts of the 
kingdom. The step pyramid of Djoser was thus an 
innovation in both the uses of stone, and the organi¬ 
zation and use of labourers, and it changed the way 


royal building projects were undertaken for centuries 
afterwards. 30 

King Djoser was buried under the structure at 
the bottom of a 28m-deep vertical shaft. The burial 
chamber consisted of a cavity 3 m long by 3 m high 
and 1.7m wide. It was constructed of pink granite 
slabs, and sealed at the top by a granite plug that 
weighed three tonnes. Since the tomb was robbed 
in antiquity, no coffin or precious objects have been 
found in the burial chamber. After the king was 
buried, the shaft leading to the burial chamber was 
filled with rubble in an attempt to keep thieves from 
entering the tomb. Djoser’s burial complex was one 
of the most spectacular architectural achievements 
of the ancient world. His much-modified structure 


demonstrated a willingness to make changes and ex¬ 
periment with new building techniques. 

In addition to the step pyramid, Djoser’s funerary 
complex consisted of a number of other elements, 
most of which were previously unknown. The step 
pyramid and sacred precinct were surrounded by a 
temenos wall made of high-quality Tura limestone 
that stood 10m high and was 1.7km in length. 
Inside the sacred precinct were a number of build¬ 
ings and temples used by priests to supply and cater 
to the needs of the king in the afterlife. Other than 
the step pyramid, the most important structure in 
the complex was the mortuary temple: a standard 
feature of all large burial complexes that originated 
in the Predynastic period and was in use throughout 
most of ancient Egyptian history. The function of 
the mortuary temple was to provide a place where 
offerings could be made, and hymns and rituals in 
honour of the dead king could be sung and per¬ 
formed. In one corner, where the mortuary temple 
joined the mastaba , a special room called the ser- 
dab was located. The serdab consisted of a small, 
completely sealed chamber that contained a lifelike 
statue of the king. The statue was probably intended 
to serve as a focal point for offerings and as a substi¬ 
tute for the king and his mummy in case they were 
destroyed. Djoser’s serdabsn as pierced by two holes, 
which allowed the king to look out, and meant the 
smoke of incense and food offerings could enter the 
chamber. At Saqqara, the mortuary temple was built 
adjoining the north side of the step pyramid. Later, 
in the 4th Dynasty, mortuary temples were built on 
the east side, the direction of the sunrise, and the 
Nile river valley, which reflected a growing interest 
in the cult of the sun god. Re. 31 

Step pyramid or stage mastaba ? 

The term “step pyramid” is used to refer to a small 
number of mortuary structures from the 3rd Dynasty. 
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Although the term is somewhat imprecise, its use 
is firmly entrenched in Egyptological terminology 
and is unlikely to be abandoned. Even though these 
structures are composed of a number of layers or 
stages, in one sense it is incorrect to refer to them as 
“steps” since they were never meant to be climbed by 
living people. However, the layered shape may have 
represented some land of “stairway to heaven” that 
enabled the icing to spiritually, or magically, reach the 
afterlife. One of the magical spells in the later Pyramid 
Texts seems to be referring to the step pyramid when 
it mentions a staircase to heaven laid out for the king 
so he could climb up to the heavens. 32 But if the step 
pyramid served as a stairway to heaven for the dead 
king, it was never meant to be used as such while the 
king was alive. The step pyramid of Djoser contains 
no stairways or ramps for climbing to its summit. 
Moreover, the Djoser structure, and those similar to 
it, are not pyramids, as a quick look in any geometry 
textbook will verify. 

Attempts have been made to find a link between 
Egyptian pyramids and large stone ceremonial struc¬ 
tures found in Central America, which some people 
erroneously believe is proof that Egyptians travelled 
to the New World many thousands of years ago (see 
illustration). In fact there is not a single pyramid¬ 
shaped burial structure known in Central America. 
There is abundant evidence that the Mayan or Aztec 
civilizations built large stone structures, but they were 
never shaped like true pyramids and it is poindess to 
compare Egyptian pyramids with the structures of 
Mayan or Aztec civilizations. The shape of step pyra¬ 
mids most closely resembles Mesopotamian ziggu- 
rats, but the evidence indicates that mastaba -shaped 
structures in Egypt predate ziggurats by hundreds of 
years, and there seems to be no relationship between 
them (see Ch. 4). Perhaps it would be better to refer 
to the layered funerary structures of this period as 
“stage mastaba s” (some German scholars use the 
term “Stufcn mastaba ”, which means the same thing) 
instead of step pyramids, since this term describes 



The structural similarities between the step pyramid, the 
ziggurat and a Meso-American temple.Top: Egyptian 
mastaba; middle: Meso-American staged structure; 
bottom: Mesopotamian ziggurat. 


more accurately dieir shape and function. Several other 
3rd Dynasty kings built step pyramids. These include 
the complexes of King Sekhemkhet, which measured 
120m on a side, and a massive structure that belonged 
to King Kha’ba, located at Zawiyet el Aryan, which 
was never completed. But the step pyramid design was 
not destined to have a long history, and its popularity 
gave way to further experimentation at the beginning 
of the 4th Dynasty. 

The development of the true pyramid 

Located 50km soudi of die ancient capital at Memphis 
is the heavily damaged funerary structure known as 
the Meidum Pyramid. 33 Like the step pyramid of 
Djoser, the Meidum structure did not attain its final 
form until it had gone through a number of struc¬ 
tural transformations. The structure currently appears 
as a square, three-storeyed tower about 70m high, 
emerging from a pile of rubble and broken stone, and 
at first glance it is difficult to determine its original 
shape. Constructed in the 4th Dynasty, the Meidum 
Pyramid was explored and excavated in the early part 
of the 20th century by a number of archaeologists, 
including Gerald Averay Wainwright. 34 By tunnelling 
into the centre of the structure Wainwright deter¬ 
mined that its earliest discernible form was an eight¬ 
layered mastaba or step pyramid similar to those of 
the previous 3rd Dynasty. This tower-like building 
was composed of a rough-cut stone core over which 
was applied the now traditional Tura limestone 
casing. The eight-stage structure was meant to be the 
final phase of its construction, but for some reason, 
as in the earlier Saqqara step pyramid, yet another 
layer was added to the entire structure, and it was 
finished a second time in Tura limestone. This second 
layer was also meant to be the final phase of con¬ 
struction. Then the structure was altered for a third 
and final time. The monument was given yet another 
layer of stone and the steps, or levels, were filled in, 
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transforming it from a step pyramid to a true pyra¬ 
mid. Originally, each side of the Meidum Pyramid 
measured 147m long at ground level, and it reached 
a height of 93.5m. The entrance to the pyramid was 
located 18.5m above-ground on the north side. The 
Meidum Pyramid was an impressive structure, and 
represented a major architectural achievement by 
Egyptian architects, masons, and engineers. Stones 
used in the pyramid were much larger than those 
of the Djoser step pyramid and indicate that the 
builders had more confidence in their stone-working 
capabilities. By the time the Meidum structure was 
completed the Egyptians had become the greatest 
builders of the ancient world, and possessed the tech¬ 
nological and organizational skills that would enable 
them to undertake even greater building projects in 
the future. 

The puzzle of the Meidum Pyramid 

Because it was built of high-quality stone, the 
Meidum Pyramid has been used by the local popu¬ 



The remains of the core structure of the Meidum Pyramid. 


lation as a source of building material for houses, 
bridges and other types of buildings for thousands of 
years. Evidence from later excavations indicates that 
it was probably first exploited for its supply of stone 
as early as the 19th and 20th Dynasties of the New 
Kingdom. 35 The size of the blocks and the conven¬ 
ient location of the structure have ensured its con¬ 
tinued use as a source of inexpensive stone even in 
modern times. After his own excavations in 1892, 
Flinders Petrie reported that village stonemasons 
could cut up one of the 6 tonne casing stones in a 
matter of minutes and turn it into tombstones to be 
sold to local inhabitants. Earlier, European explorers 
reported a stairway up the side of the structure to 
facilitate quarrying operations. 36 

In 1968 the distinguished Oxford University 
physicist Kurt Mendelsshon advanced the theory 
that the Meidum Pyramid collapsed due to struc¬ 
tural weaknesses and design flaws. 37 His interpreta¬ 
tion gained widespread acceptance among the public 
and some Egyptologists, and made its way into many 
popular accounts of Egyptian history and architec¬ 
ture. However, a recent study by a team of Egyptian 



Core remains of the Meidum Pyramid. 


archaeologists led by Ali El-Khouli has reaffirmed 
older interpretations that the present appearance of 
the structure is due entirely to centuries of quarry¬ 
ing, and not because the pyramid collapsed from 
structural miscalculations on the part of the ancient 
engineers. 38 

The pyramid shape 

British Egyptologist I. E. S. Edwards 39 suggested that 
the pyramid shape represented the rays of the sun as 
they descended towards earth, forming a celestial 
path or stairway to heaven. There is much to support 
this interpretation since the priests of the sun god 
used a pyramid-shaped stone as one of the central 
cult objects in their worship of the solar deity. 40 The 
solar influence on the pyramid shape is echoed in 
the Pyramid Texts as well, which speak of the king 
as ascending to heaven on the sun’s rays. 41 However, 
choosing the pyramid shape for their funerary struc¬ 
tures may have had more to do with construction 
techniques than religious considerations. By build- 



The descending shaft leading to the burial chamber of the 
Meidum Pyramid.The electric lights, handrails, and wooden 
ramp are modern additions. 
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ing these structures in stages that were progressively 
smaller as they rose higher, the builders provided 
themselves with sufficient work space and manoeu¬ 
vring room for hauling and placing the large building 
blocks. This is why large burial and ceremonial struc¬ 
tures, not only in Egypt but also in many parts of 
the ancient world, were built in diminishing propor¬ 
tions, and it is probably for this reason that ancient 
civilizations did not build massive tombs in the form 
of cubes or spheres. Regardless of why the pyramid 
form was chosen, the Meidum structure was, at the 
time of its construction, a pyramid. Now it is only a 
rugged stone structure standing alone in the desert. 

The shape of the structure was not the only inno¬ 
vation in the Meidum Pyramid. The burial chamber 
was placed inside the pyramid instead of beneath it, 
and was approached by a passageway built in the ma¬ 
sonry on the north side. The narrow entrance to the 
tomb is 57m long, and is inclined at an angle of 28 
degrees to the horizon, pointing towards the region 
of the circumpolar stars. The burial chamber meas¬ 
ures 6.5 m x 2.75 m, and its roof is made entirely of 
overlapping layers of limestone forming a corbelled 
vault. 42 The first archaeologist to enter the tomb was 
Gaston Maspero in 1882. However, he found no 
traces of the king or his sarcophagus. Nor did he find 
any treasures or precious objects. 

The layout of the buildings at the Meidum Pyra¬ 
mid complex was followed by later pyramid builders 
for much of the Old Kingdom, 43 and consisted of the 
main pyramid and, later, up to three auxiliary pyra¬ 
mids nearby. Abutting the pyramid on the east side 
was the mortuary temple , which continued to serve 
as the cultic centre for sacrifices and prayers necessary 
for the well-being of the deceased king. This entire 
grouping was surrounded by a long temenos wall. 
Leading away from the pyramid was a massive stone 
causeway , which connected the pyramid complex to 
the valley temple , located adjacent to the Nile River. 

No royal inscriptions bearing the name of the 
builder of this first true pyramid have been found 


Outer limestone casing 



Section drawing showing the core and outer portions of the 
Meidum Pyramid. 



Pyramid complex with principal elements including the main 
pyramid, the auxiliary pyramid, temenos wall, mortuary temple, 
causeway, and valley temple. 


at the site. However, a graffiti scribbled on the walls 
of the mortuary temple by Egyptian visitors, who 
went to the site 1000 years after it was built, indicate 
that it belonged to King Snefru, the first king of the 
4th Dynasty. The graffiti would seem to indicate that 
Snefru was the tomb’s builder. But another pyramid, 
the Red Pyramid, located 50km north at Dashur, can 
definitely be attributed to him. Another pyramid at 
the Dashur site belongs to him as well. This would 
make Snefru the builder of three pyramids, more than 
any other Egyptian king, 44 which is quite impressive 
given the estimated 3.7 million tonnes of stone, and 
the labour required to build three such structures. 45 
It is known that, for a short time in the Early Dynas¬ 
tic period and the beginning of the Old Kingdom, 
some kings had two funerary monuments: one rep¬ 
resenting the south, located in Upper Egypt, and the 
other representing the north, located in Lower Egypt. 
Nowhere is there any precedent for more than two 
funerary structures per king at any time in Egyptian 
history. 

Some Egyptologists do not think that the Meidum 
structure was built by Snefru. 46 It has been proposed 
that the structure was built by an earlier 4th Dynasty 
king named Huni. How, then, can the graffiti refer¬ 
ring to Snefru found in the Meidum structure be 
explained? Either the visitors, 1000 years after the 
fact, were mistaken and scratched the wrong name 
on the Meidum Pyramid, or King Huni died before 
his pyramid was completed, and his son Snefru com¬ 
pleted it for him. These interpretations correspond 
well with the facts and would explain why Sneffu’s 
name is associated with three pyramids, even though 
one of them belonged to his father. 


The Bent Pyramid at Dashur 

One of the strangest-looking pyramids is the so- 
called “Bent Pyramid” at Dashur, built by Snefru. 
The Bent Pyramid is not really a pyramid at all, but a 
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The Bent Pyramid at Dashur. 



Section drawing showing the Bent Pyramid from the west and 
south. 


rhomboid. The structure measures 183.5m on a side 
and rises to a height of 105 m. Snefru was no doubt 
not attempting to create a new shape for funerary 
structures when he chose this bent or truncated con¬ 
figuration. It probably took this unusual form be¬ 
cause of certain structural problems encountered by 
the builders. Unlike other pyramids, the base of the 
Bent Pyramid was built directly on the soft desert 
sands. Fearing that the base would not be able to 
support the massive weight of more than a million 
stones, halfway through the construction project the 
engineers decided that they would have to reduce the 
weight of the upper part of the structure. They ac¬ 
complished this by reducing the exterior angle of the 
casing stones from 54 degrees to a flatter 43 degrees 
in an attempt to keep the great mass of stones from 
collapsing. Whatever their reasons for changing the 
angle of the structure, the ancient engineers made a 
wise choice, and the structure still stands today with 
its odd-looking bend, 45 centuries after it was built. 

The pyramids at Giza 

Pyramid development reached its peak in the 4th 
Dynasty with the construction of the giant funer¬ 
ary structure of King Khufu (“Cheops” in Greek), 
located on the Giza Plateau, west of modern Cairo. 47 
The ancient Egyptians emphasized the solar aspect 
of this massive structure by naming it “The hori¬ 
zon (of Khufu)”. The Khufu Pyramid (also called 
the Great Pyramid) is an overwhelming structure to 
behold. To see its massive structure rising above the 
Giza Plateau, shrouded in mist at sunrise or by the 
light of the full moon, is an unforgettable sight. It is 
built with an estimated 2.3 million limestone blocks, 
most weighing about 2 tonnes each, but some weigh¬ 
ing as much as 50 tonnes. The structure originally 
measured 146.6m high, and although part of its up¬ 
per portion is now missing, it still rises to 138.75m. 
The base measures 230m on a side and covers 5.3 


hectares. The difference between the length of the 
four sides is a meagre 4.4cm. 48 Furthermore, each 
side was quite accurately oriented to the four cardi¬ 
nal points, deviating only slightly from perfection. 
Considering the age of the structure and the basic, 
but nevertheless adequate, measuring and surveying 
tools the ancient Egyptians possessed, 49 the accuracy 
of the Great Pyramid is phenomenal. Although from 
a distance the Khufu Pyramid gives the impression 
of being substantially intact, upon closer examina¬ 
tion this is not the case. The top courses of stone are 
missing and the structure is no longer pointed at the 
summit, but instead forms a platform large enough 
for about a dozen people to stand on, with room left 
over for a small, red aircraft warning light. 

Like the Meidum Pyramid, and many other funer¬ 
ary structures, the Khufu Pyramid was exploited as a 
quarry site in ancient and medieval times. Towards 
the end of the 12th century ad, during the reign of 
Sultan Saladin (ad 1174-1193), the exterior casing 
stones were stripped and used in the construction 
of the great Citadel mosque and bridges in Cairo. 
In ad 1356 the city of Cairo suffered an earthquake 
that resulted in a great loss of life and the destruc¬ 
tion of much of the city. The Great Pyramid and a 
number of other structures on the Giza Plateau had 
their outer layers of valuable limestone removed and 
used in the reconstruction of the Citadel and the 
bridges of the devastated city. It is not known exactly 
when thieves first broke into the Khufu Pyramid in 
ancient times, but Stadelmann believes it happened 
during the Middle Kingdom, 50 and that the stone 
of the causeways and temples was used by the kings 
of the later 12th Dynasty for their own construc¬ 
tion projects. According to Muslim stories the tomb 
was entered in the 9th century ad when the caliph of 
Baghdad, A1 Ma’mun, forced his way into the struc¬ 
ture. 51 But it is probable that the tomb had been 
violated before A1 Ma’mun, since the Roman period 
historian Strabo (first century bc), recounts that he 
saw people go in and out of the pyramid with ease 
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Left to right:The Khufu Pyramid, with two smaller "Queen's pyramids" in the foreground, 4th Dynasty, Giza Plateau, Lower Egypt. North side of the 
Khufu Pyramid showing the original descending passage entrance above and below, where people are standing, the entrance cut into the pyramid 
face by Ai Ma'mun.The lower or so-called "Queen's Chamber” located in the interior of the Khufu Pyramid.lt probably contained a special statue of the 
king's to.The Grand Gallery, 8.74m high x 46.7 m long, located at the end of the ascending passage. Corbelled arch construction. 


through a kind of tilting door on the north side. A 
notion that was always popular, and no doubt true 
at the time of its construction, was that the pyramid 
contained gold and other treasures. 

Mysteries of the pyramid 

Throughout the ages people have been fascinated 
by the pyramids, and travellers came to Egypt from 
far and wide to visit them and marvel at their gran¬ 
deur. The Greek historian Herodotus visited the 
Giza Plateau in the fifth century bc, and wrote at 
length about these structures. It was Herodotus 
who put forth the well-known, and often repeated, 
estimate that it took 400000 men (100000 men 


working in shifts of three months each), 20 years 
to complete the structure. 52 There is no evidence to 
support these estimates, and they are probably exag¬ 
gerated. Recent research indicates a much smaller 
total workforce of 25000 to 35000 stoneworlcers 
and labourers: only a small percentage of the pop¬ 
ulation. 53 Because of their overwhelming size and 
grandeur it is not surprising that ancient visitors fab¬ 
ricated stories about how and why they were built. 
Arab writers from medieval Cairo claimed that they 
had been constructed by an ancient king as reposi¬ 
tories for all wisdom and scientific knowledge, so 
that when the biblical flood took place (see Chs 3 
and 8) such knowledge would not be lost. The late 
Roman historian Julius Honorius quoted a legend 
that claimed the pyramids were the granaries of the 


Old Testament in which the patriarch Joseph stored 
grain for the lean or famine years. 54 This legend was 
still being retold centuries later in the narrative of 
the Englishman Sir John Maundeville, who suppos¬ 
edly visited Egypt in the 14th century ad. His nar¬ 
rative claimed it was common knowledge that the 
pyramids were originally granaries, but contained 
only snakes when he visited them. 55 

Explorers of the 18th and 19th centuries ad were 
responsible for the well-known, but unfounded, 
ideas that the pharaonic Egyptians had developed 
a secret and highly advanced science, and that they 
were experts in mathematics and astronomy. For 
the past two centuries all manner of wild and im¬ 
possible claims have been made about the pyramids: 
everything from the assertion that they emit rays 
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that enable people to reach greater levels of spiritual 
consciousness, to claims that they can cure diseases, 
sharpen razor blades, and improve the performance 
of hockey players. 

In 1859 John Taylor argued in his book, The 
Great Pyramid: Why Was It Built, and Who Built It?, 
that the Khufu Pyramid was not simply a royal tomb, 
but was built with divine inspiration, and within its 
design and measurements were secret coded messages 
from God concerning the nature of the universe. 
The ideas of Taylor greatly impressed Charles Piazzi 
Smyth, professor of astronomy at the University of 
Edinburgh. Smyth spent months in Egypt, living 
in an abandoned tomb and making many measure¬ 
ments of the Khufu Pyramid, which he claimed had 
been built using a unit of measurement he called the 
“pyramid inch”. Since Smyth was a British subject it 
is not surprising that his pyramid inch equalled one 
British or Imperial inch. He also claimed that the 
builders of the Khufu Pyramid used another unit of 
measurement called the “sacred cubit”, which equal¬ 
led about 25 inches. Smyth believed the sacred cubit 
was the same unit of measurement used by Moses to 
build the tabernacle , 56 the portable religious sanc¬ 
tuary of the ancient Hebrews containing the Ten 
Commandments, as well as Noah’s Ark. Armed 
with these two units, Smyth measured the baselines, 
passageways, and chambers of the Khufu Pyramid 
and came up with all kinds of supposed relationships 
between the dimensions of the Great Pyramid and 
the earth and the solar system. He claimed to have 
discovered a direct correlation between the pyramid 
and the diameter of the earth, the number of days 
in the solar year, and the distance between the earth 
and the sun. 57 But such numerology really proves 
nothing about the way the pyramid was built, or the 
level of astronomical sophistication of the Egyptians. 
Scholars know that the ancient Egyptians never had 
a unit of measurement that resembled the “pyramid 
inch”, and that this imaginary unit was created by 
Smyth to fulfil his unfounded prophetic calculations; 


the standard unit of measure in ancient Egypt was 
the “royal cubit” of 52.5cm. Such numerical rela¬ 
tionships could be found just as easily almost any¬ 
where on earth. By creating some arbitrary unit of 
measurement one could obtain the circumference 
of the earth from the number of steps on the Lin¬ 
coln Memorial in Washington, D.C., or the distance 
to the sun or number of days in a year using the 
number of street lights in Toronto. 

Smyth was devoutly religious and, like John 
Taylor before him, believed that the Great Pyramid 
represented the Bible written in stone. In one of his 
influential books, Our Inheritance in the Great Pyra¬ 
mid (1880), Smyth used pyramid measurements to 
chart the major events in biblical history and to pre¬ 
dict the end of the world, which was supposed to 
happen in the year 1881. The fact that this date came 
and went and the world did not end did not deter 
Smyth and his followers. They simply recalculated 
the dates, still using the “pyramid inch”, of course, 
and pushed the date forwards to 1928, then 1936, 
and finally 1953. 

On closer examination, the notion that the Great 
Pyramid was built according to a divine plan be¬ 
comes untenable. Originally, the architects prepared 
the king’s burial chamber deep under the structure. 
For some reason this plan was abandoned and an¬ 
other chamber was built above ground level in the 
centre of the pyramid. 58 Once again the architects 
changed their plans and moved the burial chamber 
to an even higher area in the pyramid. But it seems 
reasonable that if the design of the pyramid were di¬ 
vinely inspired it would have been built correctly the 
first time, and subsequent design changes would have 
been unnecessary. 

By the 20th century, many theories denied out¬ 
right that the pyramids were tombs at all, and indeed, 
no complete mummies or cadavers had ever been 
found in any of them. The tombs had been robbed 
of their rich contents long before modern times, and 
the thieves left no remains for archaeologists. Others 


went so far as to deny that the Egyptians themselves 
had anything to do with their construction. One 
author claimed that the pyramid builders came from 
the area of the Euphrates River or perhaps somewhere 
else in Asia. More recently, a whole new set of beliefs 
has emerged that not only deny that the Egyptians 
were capable of building such structures, but deny 
that anyone on earth was responsible for their con¬ 
struction. These notions come from ancient astronaut 
enthusiasts, who claim that pyramid construction was 
undertaken at the instigation of creatures from outer 
space. Twentieth-century pyramid ideas reflected a 
growing awareness of space travel as humans began 
to take their own first steps into space. People in the 
19th century, before manned flight and space travel, 
did not create notions about space visitors build¬ 
ing the pyramids. To explain their pyramid fanta¬ 
sies they created so-called “races” of superhuman 
beings (which reflected their beliefs in their own racial 
superiority), or attributed pyramid construction to 
divine inspiration. Despite many reported sightings 
and claims of actual abductions by extra-terrestrials, 
there is no scientific confirmation that travellers from 
other parts of the universe have ever visited the earth. 



The Sphinx, or Hor-am-akhet,"Horus of the Horizon", situated 
directly east of the Khafre Pyramid. 
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Even if they did visit the earth at some time in the 
distant past (and it must be emphasized that there is 
no evidence for this), there is no indication of any 
kind that extra-terrestrials were in any way involved 
in pyramid construction. 

Who built the pyramids? 

Since the time of Herodotus it has been claimed 
that slaves were used for pyramid construction, 59 but 
there is no evidence that Egyptian citizens were ever 
reduced to slavery as pyramid builders. 60 Holding, 
feeding, and maintaining large numbers of slaves was 
economically impractical during the Old Kingdom. 
It was only during the first millennium bc that slav¬ 
ery became a profitable, large-scale social system in 
the ancient world. 61 By that time pyramid construc¬ 
tion had been abandoned in favour of other forms of 
funerary architecture. During the Old Kingdom there 
were some domestic slaves attached to the king and 
his court, and the 4th Dynasty long Snefru brought 
back 7000 prisoners of war 62 from his campaign in 
Nubia. These captives may have been used as slaves 
on one of the king’s pyramid projects, but they never 
constituted the bulk of the workforce required for 
pyramid construction. 

It is sometimes believed that Hebrew slaves from 
the time of Moses were responsible for building the 
pyramids, but there is no evidence for this often- 
repeated assumption. Exactly when the Hebrews first 
appeared in the Near East is a subject still debated by 
scholars, 65 but it is clear that there were no Hebrews 
in Egypt until at least 1000 years after the time of 
pyramid construction. 

In order to maximize crop production the Egyp¬ 
tians depended on the efficient use of the Nile flood 
waters for irrigation. Early in their history local 
bureaucracies were established to organize the pop¬ 
ulation to construct and maintain systems of irriga¬ 
tion canals. Egyptian citizens owed the state a certain 


number of days of work every year to maintain this 
community effort. 64 Beginning early in their history 
the Egyptians had learned how to organize and main¬ 
tain large irrigation systems, and this expertise proved 
useful when applied to organizing the construction 
of large-scale funerary monuments. 65 From August to 
early October, much of the farmland was inundated 
by the Nile floods and many of the peasants were 
forced to abandon their farms. During this period 
the otherwise idle farmers were conscripted to work 
on royal building projects in exchange for rations of 
food. Throughout the long and rather precarious 
period of flooding, when family grain reserves no 
doubt ran low, the king may have taken on the role 
of the provider for his people, and they in turn helped 
their god-king to prepare for his afterlife. While the 
bulk of pyramid workers would have been made up 
of peasants conscripted for handling the large stones, 
there was also a core of professional craftsmen that 
included stone cutters, masons, and architects who 
carried out the more technical work, as well as direct¬ 
ing the project to completion. The majestic pyramids 
did not rise from the desert solely front the efforts of 
masses of conscripted labourers. Religious duty and 
the well-being of the land were important factors 
behind pyramid construction. The Egyptians believed 
their king to be the embodiment of ma’at, order and 
harmony, which resulted in the well-being of every¬ 
one. The only way ma’at could be maintained was 
through the king, and the king had to be properly 
buried if he was to continue to serve and protect his 
subjects. Therefore, it was considered to be in every¬ 
one’s best interest to contribute to the construction 
of the king’s final resting place. 

Pyramid construction 

It is not possible to estimate reliably the time necessary 
for pyramid construction. Herodotus is responsible 
for the estimate that it took 20 years to build the 


Great Pyramid, 66 but it should be remembered that 
he was no building expert and visited the pyramids at 
Giza two thousand years after they were built, long 
after royal pyramid building had ceased altogether. 
However, there is an intriguing piece of information 
concerning the length of time required to build a large 
pyramid at Dashur. While exploring the Red Pyramid 
at Dashur, which has a base of 4.84 hectares and is 
almost as large as the Khuffi Pyramid, German Egyp¬ 
tologist Richard Lepsius discovered that one of the 
casing blocks at the base of the structure was inscribed 
with a date from the 21st year of the reign of King 
Snefru. Another block located halfway between the 
summit and the base was dated the following year. 67 
Extrapolating from this, the Red Pyramid could have 
been completed in three years and the Kliuffi Pyramid 
in perhaps as little as six years. 68 It should be empha¬ 
sized that these numbers are still estimates and have 
not yet been confirmed. 69 

From 2630 to 1640 bc the ancient Egyptians 
built about 35 large pyramids and another 50 smaller 
ones. Some pyramids were built with large blocks and 
solid limestone cores, while others were filled with 
rubble, gravel, or a combination of mud bricks and 
stone. Since pyramid builders changed their plans and 
experimented with new methods, no single build¬ 
ing technique was used to make all of them. What 
puzzles most people is how the larger pyramids were 
constructed; the question most often asked is how 
were the massive building stones cut, moved from 
their quarries, and raised to such heights? 

Choosing and preparing the site 

Construction sites were chosen for practical reasons 
such as the availability of good stone, a solid base, 
and the proximity to religious and political centres. 
Before the actual placing of stones could begin, a 
large flat surface had to be levelled to serve as the 
base for the structure. 70 Some have argued that water 
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Interior of the Khufu Pyramid showing passages and chambers. 


was channelled through a series of ditches over the 
base of the pyramid and acted as a natural means of 
determining which areas protruded above or below 
the water line. 71 Others maintain that the Egyptians 
used a simple square level and plumb line, sighted 
on a rod or pole similar to those used by modern 
surveyors, to ensure a flat surface. The square level 
method is supported by recent field tests which dem¬ 
onstrated that it was accurate to within a centimetre 
over a distance of 40-45 m. 72 Regardless of which 
system was used, the Khufu Pyramid was levelled 
so accurately that there is a difference of only 2 cm 
between the elevation of the north and south sides. 73 
Once the area had been levelled, the next step would 
have been to determine the four cardinal directions. 



Overview of the Giza complex showing 
from lower left to upper right the pyramids 
of Menkaure, Khafre, and Khufu.The Sphinx, 
Hor-am-akhet, is on the middle right. 


Passages 

The Khufu Pyramid is placed so precisely that each 
of its four sides faces one of the cardinal points of 
the compass. The accuracy of pyramid alignment in 
relation to the four cardinal points is impressive: the 
Khufu Pyramid is accurate to less than one-twentieth 
of a degree (3'6"). The cardinal points were prob¬ 
ably determined by marking the rising and setting 
points of a northern star and then bisecting the angle 
between the two points to determine celestial north. 74 
The other three directions could then be determined 
easily. Alternatively, the pyramid may have been ori¬ 
ented by using the shadow of the sun cast by a long 
pole, or gnomon. Either method would have worked 
quite well, although it has been argued that the solar 
method is more accurate. 75 Badawy and Trimble have 
argued that air shafts were unknown in other pyra¬ 


mids so they must have been cut into the pyramid 
structure for some other reason. 76 The two research¬ 
ers found that the northern shaft pointed towards the 
upper transit of the star Thuban, while the southern 
shaft pointed towards two stars, Alnitak and Mintalca, 
in the belt of the very striking constellation of Orion. 
Elowever, it is highly unlikely that the so-called “air 
shafts” of the Khufu Pyramid ever served as any land 
of astronomical function since both passages bend 
horizontally just before they reach the burial cham¬ 
ber, making it impossible to see anything by looking 
through them. 77 Although they served no astro¬ 
nomical function, they may have had some religious 
significance since the Egyptians believed that the 
king became one of the circumpolar stars at death. 78 
Therefore, it is possible that the northern shaft was 
constructed to represent this purpose symbolically. 
Likewise, the southern shaft pointing towards Orion 






















THE OLD KINGDOM OR THE PYRAMID AGE (2572-21 34 BC) 153 


may have had some religious significance since the 
constellation Orion represented Osiris, the Egyptian 
god of death and resurrection. 

Moving the stones 

Once the surface was levelled and the directions were 
established, stoneworlcers could begin to cut and 
haul the more than two million blocks used to con¬ 
struct the larger pyramids such as those of Snefru, 
Khuffi, and Khafre. Most of the soft limestone that 
makes up the inner core of the Khufu Pyramid was 
quarried within 500m of the building site. 79 Using 
copper chisels (many have been recovered), small 
holes were cut into the unquarried stone. Then, 
wedges of wood or copper were pounded into the 
holes, which cracked the stones along nearly straight 
lines. The stones were then manoeuvred on to 
sledges and dragged to the pyramid. Flinders Petrie 
estimated that a team of eight men would have been 
sufficient to move a 2.5 tonne block from the quarry 
to the building site and up the ramps leading to the 
summit. 80 Even though the Egyptians were familiar 
with the wheel, it is most likely that wheeled vehi¬ 
cles pulled by oxen or other traction animals were 
probably not used extensively in pyramid construc¬ 
tion. Feeding and caring for a multitude of these 
beasts would have created major logistical problems 
for the pyramid builders. 81 People can look after 
themselves, follow complicated instructions, and 
would have been able to manoeuvre more easily in 
crowded work areas far above the ground. Scenes 
front tombs as late as the 18th Dynasty, more than 
1300 years after the Great Pyramid was built, clearly 
indicate that heavy objects were still being moved on 
wooden sleds pulled by gangs of men. An illustra¬ 
tion from the 12th Dynasty (c.1991-1783 bc) shows 
an alabaster statue of Djehutihotep that weighed an 
estimated 60 tonnes being pulled on a sled by a team 
of 172 men. Water or oil is shown being poured on 


the ground in front of the sled to reduce friction, 
while a beater strikes together two blocks of wood to 
create a marching rhythm for the work gang. 82 

Construction techniques 

The outside casing stones of the Great Pyramid were 
quarried front the harder, high-quality stone found 
at Tura, on the opposite side of the Nile River about 
20knt away from the building site. 83 Moving the 



Pyramid-shaped entrance to a New Kingdom tomb near the 
Valley of the Kings, western Thebes, Upper Egypt. 


casing stones this distance could have presented a 
major land transportation problem but, fortunately, 
when the Nile River flooded, it rose to within a few 
hundred metres of the Giza Plateau, enabling boats 
loaded with Tura stone to manoeuvre close to the 
construction site and unload their cargoes. Some of 
the stone used in pyramid construction was a very 
hard form of granite, but granite represented only a 
tiny fraction of the total amount of stone used in the 
Khufu Pyramid, and most other pyramids contained 
only small amounts of granite. 

Unlike limestone, granite is produced by geo¬ 
logical processes that heat the rock to a very high 
temperature and make it much harder than limestone. 
Because it is harder it is much more difficult to quar¬ 
ry, and tools made out of copper, which is soft, will 
not cut granite. But the Egyptians had other ways 
to cut granite. There is ample evidence from quar¬ 
ries near Aswan in Upper Egypt that workers used 
grapefruit-sized balls of dolerite, an extremely hard 
stone, to pound away at the quarry face until the 
blocks of granite came free. Some of the granite in 
the King’s Chamber clearly shows marks that appear 
to have been made by the teeth of some kind of saw. 
It has been suggested that the pyramid builders used 
copper saws with diamond teeth set into them, but 
the Egyptians did not have diamond saws capable 
of cutting granite. It is most likely that sand, which 
contains large amounts of very hard quartz, was used 
as an abrasive powder, which was rubbed on pieces of 
granite for long periods of time until they were ren¬ 
dered into usable slabs of stone. In a technologically 
oriented society such as ours, it is sometimes difficult 
to imagine great stones being moved without the 
help of cranes or pulleys. But in ancient Egypt these 
problems were solved with simple technology and 
an abundance of manpower. It helps to remember 
that labour was cheap and plentiful, and what the 
Egyptians lacked in technology they made up for with 
a large labour force and plenty of time to complete 
the task. 
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Raising the stones 

Once the blocks were cut and transported to the build¬ 
ing site they had to be raised up and incorporated into 
the structure. This posed one of the most perplex¬ 
ing problems in pyramid construction: how were the 
stones raised? 84 The most likely solution is a system of 
ramps that wrapped around the pyramid and led to 
the summit of the structure. There are different ramp 
theories. 85 According to one, a main ramp was built 
facing the east side of the pyramid, while an alterna¬ 
tive theory proposes that there were four ramps, one 
starting at each corner of the structure, built against 
the core blocks and rising parallel to the sides of the 
structure. The only remaining archaeological evidence 
for ramps points to the single ramp theory. Despite die 
lack of solid evidence, many Egyptologists accept the 
wrap-around ramp theory, maintaining that a ramp 
that enclosed the four sides of the pyramid would have 
been disassembled after construction was completed, 
leaving no clues of its existence. The gradient, or rate 
of incline, for ramps varied front 1:8 to 1:12; that is, 
the ramp went up lm for every 8-12 m of length. 
A papyrus from the 19th Dynasty, now in the Brit¬ 
ish Museum in London, speaks of a ramp that was 
380m long by 29m wide, with a height of 32m: a 
1:12 gradient. A single ramp high enough to reach 
the summit of the Khufu Pyramid using the same 1:12 
ratio would have been over 1750m long and would 
have been a building project almost as ambitious as 
the Great Pyramid itself. 


The legacy of the pyramids 


No structures symbolize ancient Egypt more than 
the pyramids, by far the most impressive monuments 
from the ancient world. 86 Research shows that they 
are not the products of superhuman or extra-terrestrial 
intelligence, but the result of good design, efficient 
organization, and hard work by the Egyptian people. 
To deny that the Egyptians built the pyramids would 
be the equivalent of denying that the Americans made 
the first manned voyage to the moon. Those who 
refuse to acknowledge that the Egyptians built the 
pyramids are guilty of a kind of cultural theft, taking 
from the Egyptians one of their greatest achievements 
by claiming that they were not intelligent enough 
to undertake such a project. Conversely, those who 
claim that the pyramids contain fantastic powers, or 
that the Egyptians possessed some kind of super intel¬ 
ligence, exaggerate Egyptian accomplishments in an 
attempt to force their own 21st-century technological 
view of the world on to the pre-industrial society of 
the Nile river valley. The pyramids were tombs for 
Egyptian god-kings, and demonstrate what humans 
can achieve when their collective talents and creativity 
are focused on a single project. Although the builders 
of the pyramids are long gone, their great structures 
still stand, and remain an inspiration to all those who 
see and appreciate them. 



12 Funerary 
practices, 
rituals, and 
mummification 


Pyramid complexes, with their accompanying temples, 
towns, workers and priests, constituted a vital element 
of the economy and social structure of Old Kingdom 
Egypt. But, even though the pyramids were the most 
stately and impressive forms of funerary architecture 
in the ancient world, in some ways they were unsuc¬ 
cessful. 1 First, they did not help to preserve the body, 
but hastened its decomposition (see Mummification, 
p. 163). Secondly, they did not protect the body from 
tomb robbers, but instead, stood as giant advertise¬ 
ments to thieves, crying out that hidden inside them 
was the wealth of kings. 2 A few Egyptologists have 
argued that pyramid construction seriously dimin¬ 
ished the human and agricultural resources of the 
land. 3 In her study of the pyramid workers at the town 
of Kahun, 4 Egyptologist Rosalie David has argued 
that building and equipping vast pyramid complexes 
was a sizeable drain on community assets that led to 
an economic decline and brought an end to the Old 
Kingdom. 5 It is known that during the 5th Dynasty 
whole villages and large tracts of land were dedicated 
to pyramid complexes, to maintain the deceased Icing 
and the high officials and priests of his cult. 6 During 
the 6th Dynasty, King Pepi I decreed that two villages 
be exempted for eternity from any work other than 
supplying labourers for the two pyramids of Snefru, 
a king who lived three hundred years earlier. As the 
number of pyramids increased over the centuries, along 
with the number of people required to maintain and 
repair them, more land and goods were needed to 
provide for the deceased. 


Although mortuary complexes and their dedicat¬ 
ed offerings may have contributed to the economic 
problems in the Old Kingdom, there were other 
factors at work as well. 7 Foremost among these was 
the loss of power by ruling families and the central 
government as priests and high officials began tak¬ 
ing larger shares of goods that originally had been 
reserved for the temples and cultic activities of the 
royal family. As wealth shifted away from ruling 
families, estates and villages in the outlying regions 
became more independent, and Egypt became politi¬ 
cally fragmented. 

Egypt in the Old Kingdom was a centrally 
planned and administered state. Besides its impor¬ 
tant symbolic and religious role, its main function 
was organizational. By collecting a portion of the 
annual harvest and storing it in the capital, it could 
prevent famines on a local basis by redistribut¬ 
ing surplus food resources to the affected areas. 8 
The central government also regulated conflicts, 
and imposed order by serving as an arbitrator in 
local disputes in the outlying areas. 9 Such func¬ 
tions ensured peace and stability for much of the 
Old Kingdom, particularly during the 4th and 5th 
Dynasties. In the nomes or outlying areas of the Nile 
river valley local leaders were appointed to collect 
taxes and ensure the good administration of region¬ 
al activities. To maintain their authority, nomarchs , 
or provincial leaders, increased their powers by tak¬ 
ing larger shares of resources destined for the king 
and the central authority in Memphis. The outlying 
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areas began to act more independently and, increas¬ 
ingly, the king had to send payments of goods and 
resources to them, and release them from certain 
taxes in order to maintain their allegiance. In the 5th 
Dynasty a new office was created called the “Overse¬ 
er of Upper Egypt”. Such titles reflect the growing 
power of regions like Thebes, which became richer 
at the expense of the capital. 10 The strengthening of 
the nomes continued in the 6th Dynasty as local rul¬ 
ers built more shrines and temples dedicated to local 
gods with donations provided by the king. 

The First Intermediate period 

By the 6th Dynasty, nomarchs had expanded their 
power at the expense of the king and increasing¬ 
ly considered their positions as hereditary. They 
formed militias, named their sons as their heirs, 
and built small but elaborate funerary structures. 
Eventually provincial rulers drifted away from the 
traditional form of rule by a single monarch, and 
for more than a century the Two Lands struggled 
through a period of instability and social unrest. In 
addition to the breakdown of political and social 
order, climatological factors were also an element 
in the decline of Egyptian fortunes at the end of the 
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The Later Old Kingdom 

5th Dynasty 2465-2323 

6th Dynasty 2323-2150 

7th/8th Dynasties 2150-2134 

(Wenis, Pyramid Texts) 
(Pepi II, reigns 94 years) 
(Numerous minor kings) 

First Intermediate period 


9th/10th Dynasties 

2134-2040 

(Herakleopolis) 

11th Dynasty 

2134-2040 

(Thebes) 

Middle Kingdom 

11th Dnasty 

2040-1991 


12th Dynasty 

1991-1783 


13th/13th Dynasties 

1783-C.1640 



third millennium bc. After 2250 bc reduced rainfall 
across northern Africa caused a series of low Nile 
floods that resulted in food shortages and famine 
conditions in the Nile river valley. 12 Egypt’s decline 
is also reflected in the literary and religious texts 
of the period, which speak of the disintegration of 
law and order and a loss of respect for the old ways. 
The Admonitions of Ipmver ' 3 bemoan the fact that 
the rich and high-born were dressed in rags, while 
their servants and slaves went about dressed in the 
stolen belongings of their former masters. To make 
matters worse, the tombs of their ancestors were 
violated, and commerce with foreign lands was dis¬ 
rupted or halted. Together, these factors combined 
to bring about a century (2134-2040 bc) of social 
and political unrest that Egyptologists refer to as the 
“First Intermediate period”. 14 

The Middle Kingdom 

Popular perceptions of ancient Egypt are dominated 
by the Old Kingdom with its pyramids and royal 
statuary, and the New Kingdom with the Theban 
temples at Karnak and Luxor and the numerous 
burials with their wealth of funerary art, the Amarna 
statuary, and the military kings of the Ramesside 
period. Sandwiched between these two, and over¬ 
shadowed by them, was a period called the Mid¬ 
dle Kingdom. 15 Although the Middle Kingdom did 
not produce architecture on the grand scale found 
in the Old and New Kingdoms, in later periods the 
Egyptians considered it their golden age. 16 The Mid¬ 
dle Kingdom produced some of the most notable 
works of art and literary compositions to come out 
of ancient Egypt. 

The Middle Kingdom began when the ruler of the 
southern city of Thebes, Nebhepetre Mentuhotep, 
referred to as “the Ancestor”, brought to an end the 
civil war against leaders from the north, and became 
the sole ruler of a united Egypt. The Middle King¬ 


Chronology of major historical divisions in Egyptian 
history (all dates bc) 


Late Predynastic period 

3300-3200 

UNIFICATION 


Early Dynastic period 

2920-2575 

Old Kingdom 

2575-2134 

First Intermediate period 

2134-2040 

Middle Kingdom 

2040-1640 

Second Intermediate period 

1640-1532 

New Kingdom 

1550-1069 

Third Intermediate period 

1069-664 

Late period 

664-525 

Persian period 

525-332 

Hellenistic period 

332-30 


dom lasted for four centuries and ended when Semitic 
peoples from Syria-Palestine, called Hyksos, took 
control of the Nile Delta region of Lower Egypt 
and the country was once again divided for over a 
century. 

Mentuhotep, meaning “The god Montu is con¬ 
tent”, referring to the war god Montu, spent much of 
his 50-year reign waging war on the north, but once 
peace had been established he turned his energies 
to peacetime activities throughout the Two Lands. 
These included large building projects such as his 
funerary temple in western Thebes, just outside the 
area that centuries later would become the Valley of 
the Kings. Such enterprises required expeditions to 
mines and quarries to procure the necessary building 
materials, and a competent bureaucracy under the 
control of the king and his administrators to over¬ 
see such activities. In addition, roads were secured 
and traditional trade routes were re-opened, imply¬ 
ing that the political situation was stable and people 
felt confident in the newly established order. Not 
only did Mentuhotep succeed in reuniting Egypt 
into a single kingdom, but he also built one of the 
most original funerary structures in ancient Egypt. 
Unlike Old Kingdom rulers, Mentuhotep did not 
build a traditional pyramid as his final resting place. 
Instead, he took some of the elements of the pyra- 
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mid complex and fashioned them into a new form 
of funerary architecture that was less expensive and 
time-consuming to build, but maintained much of 
the grandeur of the earlier pyramids. 

Later forms of funerary architecture 

Centuries before the time of Mentuhotep, priests, 
bureaucrats, and other wealthy citizens who could 
not build pyramids began to fashion rock-cut tombs 
for themselves. At Thebes these tombs were cut into 
the soft limestone cliffs on the west bank of the Nile 
River opposite the city of Thebes, the first capital of 
Egypt during the Middle Kingdom. Mentuhotep 
decided to build in the same area, and for his mortu¬ 
ary temple he selected an area at the base of a steep 
cliff, called Deir el-Bahri, where towering limestone 
formations rose abruptly to a height of about 150 m 
above the adjoining terrain. His structure was com¬ 
posed of two columned terraces, a lower one covered 
with a porch or portico in front, and an upper one 
consisting of another portico which surrounded a 
mastaba (see photograph) or pyramid form 17 built 
in the centre. This central structure was small when 
compared to earlier mastabas and pyramids: only 
about I 8111 on a side . 18 The entire mortuary temple 
rose perhaps 15-20m above the desert floor. Dur¬ 
ing successive excavations archaeologists found the 
remains of numerous tamarisk and sycamore trees 
that had been planted in front of the structure. A 
causeway, 47m wide and nearly 1000m long, led 
away from the complex towards the Nile River. 
The back of the structure abutted directly against the 
face of the cliff and contained additional porticoes 
and a columned temple. The king was not buried 
in the central mastaba structure; its function appears 
to have been only symbolic. Instead, the tomb 
builders cut an inclined passage 160m long in 
front of the terraced complex that ended in a small 
chamber. Inside the chamber an empty wooden 


coffin and a life-sized limestone statue of the king 
were found. 

The entrance to a second tomb, reached by an 
even longer passageway, was cut at the back of the 
complex behind the central mastaba. It descended 
beneath the hypostyle shrine (a covered, flat-roofed 
structure supported by columns) at the base of the 
cliff and ended in a small chamber with granite-lined 
walls. Most Egyptologists believe that this second 
chamber, actually cut into the mountainside, was 
where Mentuhotep was buried. Like most royal 
tombs in Egypt this one, too, had been robbed in 
antiquity. 

Deir el-Bahri was such an impressive burial loca¬ 
tion that, 500 years later, the pharaohs Hatshepsut 
and Thutmosis III (see Ch. 13) would build mor¬ 
tuary structures close by, inspired by Mentuhotep’s 
architectural masterpiece . 19 Although little remains of 
Thutmosis Ill’s temple, enough remains of Hatshep- 
sut’s structure for a team of archaeologists from 
Poland to undertake the long and complicated proc¬ 
ess of restoring it . 20 Hatshepsut, like Mentuhotep, was 
buried in the mountain behind her temple, but there 
is a difference between the two burials: the entrance 



A model reconstruction of the mortuary temple of King 
Mentuhotep at Deir el-Bahri, 11th Dynasty. 


to Mentuhotep’s burial chamber was directly con¬ 
nected with his mortuary complex to the limestone 
cliffs behind (even though it was later covered over 
and hidden). But there was no direct link front Hat- 
shepsut’s mortuary temple to her burial chamber. She 
chose to have the location of her burial chamber kept 
secret, and was buried in the desolate valley several 
hundred metres behind her mortuary complex. 

Two other kings named Mentuhotep followed, 
with successful reigns that continued the Middle 
Kingdom tradition of trade as far south as modern- 
day Ethiopia and perhaps Eritrea. However, the reign 
of Mentuhotep III lasted only six years and this may 
be indicative of some kind of trouble. Then, the 11th 
Dynasty mysteriously collapsed and a new ruling fam¬ 
ily, still within a united Egypt, came to power. It is 
known that a vizier named Amenemhet, from Upper 
Egypt, controlled an expedition force of 10000 sol¬ 
diers. Amenemhet had the same name as the first 
king of the following dynasty and it seems likely that 
he overthrew the last Mentuhotep 21 and established 
himself as king of the Two Lands. 

Although little is known about the origins of the 
12th Dynasty, it seems clear that the new royal family 
was made up of usurpers from Upper Egypt. The new 
king, Amenemhet I, took the designation “Repeater 
of Births” to indicate that with his reign there was 
a new beginning, a rebirth, for Egypt. To promote 
his legitimacy he erected a number of monuments 
linking him to the previous dynasty and alluded to 
ancestry as far back as the 1st Dynasty king Alia and 
kings of the 6 th Dynasty . 22 He moved the capital to a 
new city, called Itj-tawy, which he founded in Lower 
Egypt. Little is known of the new capital, including 
its location, but it was probably located between the 
cities of Memphis and Meidum, and near the pyramids 
of the 12 th Dynasty which survive to this day. The 
new capital was close to the great burial complexes of 
the Early Dynastic and Old Kingdoms, where vener¬ 
able rulers such as Djoser and Khufu had built their 
pyramids. The new rulers reinforced their links with 
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the traditions of the Old Kingdom by returning to 
the traditional pyramid form of burial, although on 
a less grandiose scale than those of the 4th Dynasty. 
By building their capital and funerary structures near 
the Old Kingdom capital of Memphis, which was 
probably still a thriving city, the 12th Dynasty sought 
legitimacy by being close to the ancient seat of power. 
There is another reason why the capital was moved to 
the north; it seems that raiders were threatening from 
Libya and Syria-Palestine, and the king wanted to be 
closer to potential trouble spots. 

The kings of the 12th Dynasty reinforced their 
claims to power through the use of literature as a 
form of political propaganda. 23 One such composi¬ 
tion, The Prophecy of Neferti, 2i actually fabricates an 
Old Kingdom wiseman who predicts the appearance 
of the founder of the 12th Dynasty; Amenemhet I. 
Another example is The Story ofSinuhe , 25 one of the 
classic pieces of Egyptian literature. 

The Story ofSinuhe is a fictional autobiography that 
recounts the adventures of Sinuhe, a courtier who 
fled to Syria-Palestine to escape the political tumult 
in Egypt after the death of Amenemhet I. The story 
contains a section that praises the 12th Dynasty king 
Sesostris I (Senwosret), recounting what a good and 
wise king he was. At the end of the story King Sesos¬ 
tris I did not forget his faithful servant. When Sinuhe 
returned home the king welcomed him back to Egypt 
and he was richly rewarded. 

Another important source of information concern¬ 
ing Egypt’s relations with neighbouring countries was 
a group of writings known as the “execration texts”. 26 
Essentially, these texts condemned people who were 
deemed undesirable to the Egyptians. This widely prac¬ 
tised activity dates back to at least the 6th Dynasty. 
With their accompanying rituals, execration texts were 
inscribed on pottery jars or anthropoid figurines to 
prevent, by magical means, 27 plots, conspiracies and 
acts of rebellion against the Two Lands. The curse was 
then read out and afterwards the figurines or clay jars 
were smashed. 28 Middle Kingdom evidence for these 


types of curses mention enemies from Syria-Palestine 
in the northeast, Nubia in the south, and Libya in the 
west, as well as internal enemies. 

An important and lasting political innovation of 
the Middle Kingdom was the practice of co-regency, 
which was instituted during the reigns of Amenemhet 
I and Sesostris I. 29 Their ten-year co-regency may 
have come about to ensure a smooth transition from 
one Icing to another. In practice, co-regency allowed 
the heir apparent the chance to learn the ins and outs 
of kingship by ruling jointly with the older, more 
experienced, king. As was often the case, when the 
older king died there was a chance that a revolt would 
break out as competing families fought each other 
to gain access to the throne. Despite these precau¬ 
tions, Amenemhet I was assassinated. In a remarkable 
literary work, The Instructions of Kinjy Amenemhet 
1, 30 Amenemhet I makes a post-mortem appearance 
and explains how through treachery and deceit he 
was killed in his palace, and warns his son, Sesostris 
I, to trust no man. Even with their new capital, co¬ 
regency, propaganda, and sound political manoeu- 
vering, the early kings of the 12th Dynasty still had 
to contend with powerful nomarchs who ran their 
nomes like independent fiefdoms, with nearly com¬ 
plete autonomy. In order to manage those families, 
who were a threat to the power of the Crown, kings 
had to compromise some of their control of the Two 
Lands by allowing some families to keep their privi¬ 
leged positions and a share of the tax revenues they 
collected. In exchange for these privileges they were 
allowed to run their own courts and maintain small 
militias. Still, nomarchs had to provide workers for 
royal building projects and other royal enterprises. 
This power-sharing system seems to have worked 
well for some time but by the reign of Sesostris III 
the central government managed to consolidate its 
strength over the nomarchs which reinforced the 
domination of the later 12 th Dynasty kings. 


Trade and international relations 

Middle Kingdom rulers maintained vigorous trad¬ 
ing relations with their neighbours, particularly with 
the port of Byblos in Syria-Palestine, Egypt’s princi¬ 
pal source of wood for building projects. Relations 
between Egypt and Byblos were always strong, and 
evidence of Egyptian influences in art and culture 
became commonplace during the 12th Dynasty. It is 
clear that the Egyptians participated in trading enter¬ 
prises in the eastern Mediterranean and the Aegean 
as well, since Egyptian trade goods have been found 
among the ruins of Minoan sites on the island of 
Crete and Minoan goods have been found in Egypt. 
In contrast, the situation was different in the south, 
where the Egyptians not only traded with the Nubians 
and Kushites below the Second Cataract, but actu¬ 
ally brought much of the region under direct control 
through military conquest, as archaeological exca¬ 
vations and texts indicate. 31 In the south, Egyptian 
territorial gains were protected by a series of trad¬ 
ing posts and forts between the First and Second 
Cataracts. 32 The Egyptians worked hard to maintain 
trade relationships while at the same time maintaining 
closed borders in an attempt to keep foreigners out 
of the Two Lands. 

Building and reclamation projects 

By the reign of Sesostris III, Egypt had complete 
control of much of the southern portion of the Nile 
river valley beyond its late Old Kingdom borders and 
had put in place a strong centralized government in 
the rest of the country. Towards the end of the 19th 
century bc, King Amenemhet III ruled for at least 
46 years, and was able to undertake the construction 
of two vast and impressive pyramid complexes, one 
at Dashur and the other at Hawara. 33 Although the 
size and quality of construction of Middle Kingdom 
pyramids did not match Old Kingdom structures, 
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they are still impressive. Both structures built by 
Amenemhet III were made of brick with reinforced 
stone walls, and measure over 100m on a side. The 
Dashur Pyramid rose 81.5m above the ground, but 
suffered structural problems, which forced builders 
to abandon the project and build another, 34 smaller 
pyramid, 58m high, beside a huge religious and cultic 
complex at Hawara in the Faiyum. Pyramid builders 
during the Middle Kingdom did not use the same 
methods employed by earlier Old Kingdom pyramid 
builders. For the pyramids of kings Sesostris I, Amen¬ 
emhet I and Sesostris II, masons constructed special 
internal reinforcing walls, which ran from the core 
in the centre of the structure and radiated outwards 
towards the four corners. Between these walls the 
empty spaces were filled with field stones and mud 
bricks. 35 The outer stone casing gave the impression 
of pyramids built of solid stone. Middle Kingdom 
pyramids placed a great emphasis on the security of 
the burial chamber of the king that surpassed anything 
previously known in pyramid construction. Unlike 
earlier pyramids, the entrance to the Hawara Pyra¬ 
mid was located on the south side. This was probably 
done to fool tomb robbers, although it went against 
traditional religious ideas. The descending passage 
from the south entrance gave robbers the impression 
that it led to a small room and a cul-de-sac. Actually, 
the passage was covered with a sliding roof, which 
led to two other passages on a higher level. One was 
a false passage leading north, while the other turned 
east towards the burial chamber. Some portions of 
the passage ran at right angles, which doubled back 
ending up near their starting point. The plan worked 
because there is plenty of evidence that tomb robbers 
spent much energy trying to cut through the false 
passage. But, despite these complex security prepara¬ 
tions, thieves eventually managed to penetrate the 
burial chamber and loot it. 


The Faiyum 

The Faiyum or “Southern Lake” (She-resy) 36 as it was 
known to the ancient Egyptians, was a large natural lake 
to the west of the Nile River surrounded by marshes 
and agricultural land. The lake was fed by a branch of 
the Nile River and Graeco-Roman writers claim that 
during his reign Amenemhet III undertook a vast land 
reclamation project to increase agricultural produc¬ 
tion. 37 The lake may have served as a reservoir where 
surplus waters were held until needed during the dry 
season. South of Amenemhet’s pyramid stands a large 
mortuary temple known by classical authors as the 
“Labyrinth”. 38 As described by the ancient historians 
Herodotus and Diodorus Siculus, 39 Amenemhet III 
was the builder of a vast complex of covered halls that 
were considered to rival the famous labyrinth of King 
Minos at Knossos on the island of Crete, and, accord¬ 
ing to the historian Strabo, the 4th Dynasty pyramids 
themselves. The surrounding structures were so vast 
that it was claimed that no one could find their way 
through them without an experienced guide. 

The legacy of the Middle Kingdom 

Amenemhet III was one of the great kings of ancient 
Egypt. He was not a great conqueror as later kings 
would be, but he left his mark through beautiful art 
objects and many building projects. The kings of the 
Middle Kingdom managed to reunite the divided 
kingdom and re-establish peace and order in the Two 
Lands. They provided prosperity for their people and, 
over time, restored power to the central government 
and overcame the threat of divisive nomarchs. During 
this period Egypt controlled much of the area south 
of the First Cataract, and was content to keep trading 
relations with its neighbours, concentrate on building 
programmes, and maintain stability. 


The end of the Middle Kingdom and the 
Second Intermediate period 

In the years following the reigns of Sesostris III and 
Amenemhet III the Two Lands remained stable and 
prosperous. However, a few years later a woman, 
Queen Nefrusobek (1787-1783 bc) took the throne; 
a woman reigning usually indicates that there were 
no male heirs available and that the dynasty was dy¬ 
ing out. For the next century and a half, during the 
13 th Dynasty, some 70 kings of little account ruled 
in the Two Lands. Egypt remained prosperous and 
stable until around 1640 bc when outsiders, called the 
Hyksos, took control of northern Egypt. Elsewhere in 
the country it appears that the 14th Dynasty contin¬ 
ued to rule in different parts of the Nile river valley. 
As a result of outside pressure and internal instability 
there was a breakdown of central rule, and Egypt 
once again slipped into a period of social and political 
decline: the Second Intermediate period. 

THE FATE OF THE DEAD 
The myth of Osiris 

Osiris was the ancient Egyptian god of fertility and 
the underworld. 40 Osiris represented the cycle of 
birth, growth, and death that determined the fate 
of all living things, and his own death and resurrec¬ 
tion assured his followers eternal life. 41 Primarily a 
god of vegetation, Osiris personified the rebirth of 
plants that provided Nile river valley dwellers with 
food. During the summer months the land became 
parched and dry and the hot Egyptian sun, some¬ 
times blazing at 50°C, turned the Nile river valley 
into a burning wasteland. In midsummer, during the 
hottest period of the year, the Nile River flooded, 
and its precious waters renewed the land, crops 
grew, and all life flourished again. Once the crops 
were harvested, the land dried out and seemed to 
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die. This cycle of birth, fruition, and death was 
associated with Osiris, and the return of vegetation 
after the Nile flood was seen in religious terms as the 
triumph of life over death. A clear representation of 
this concept was found in the tomb of the famous 
18th Dynasty king Tutankhamun. Included with the 
king’s burial equipment, the excavators found a shal¬ 
low wooden dish, or planter box, 42 shaped like the 
silhouette of Osiris, and filled with earth and bar¬ 
ley seeds. The dish was watered and placed in the 
tomb alongside the mummified remains of the king 
in the burial chamber. A few days after the tomb was 
sealed the seeds sprouted, and then dried out and 
died. 43 The germinating seeds symbolized the res¬ 
urrection of the fertility god, and showed the close 
parallel in the minds of the Egyptians between the 


rebirth of plants through seeds planted in the soil, 
and the rebirth of humans buried in the earth after 
death. This concept is expressed in a passage in the 
Coffin Textf 4 entitled “The spell for becoming bar¬ 
ley”, which explains that at death a special “plant of 
life” grows from the body of Osiris that enables the 
dead to live again. 

In the myth of Osiris the Egyptians blended their 
ideas about fertility and eschatology into an interest¬ 
ing and exciting story that expressed some of their 
most important and fundamental religious beliefs. 
Since no complete version of the story written in 
Egyptian has survived, the principal source of the 
myth comes from the Greek author and philosopher 
Plutarch. 45 He recorded one version of the story 46 in 
the second century ad, although the story existed in 


some form perhaps as far back as the Early Dynastic 
period. 47 

According to Plutarch, Osiris was an ancient 
Egyptian king who abolished the practice of can¬ 
nibalism and introduced Nile river valley dwellers to 
the elements of civilization: farming, the domestica¬ 
tion of animals, and the first law code. As a result, 
Osiris was loved by everyone and Egypt prospered 
and flourished. However, Osiris’s successes made his 
brother, Seth, jealous and he decided to assassinate 
Osiris. Seth and his gang of conspirators organized a 
banquet for King Osiris, and built a wooden chest (or 
coffin), that conformed to the exact measurements 
of Osiris’s body. The chest was brought to the ban¬ 
quet hall and once the drinking and merriment were 
well advanced, Seth playfully declared that he would 
give the ornate chest to whomever could fit into its 
cramped dimensions. All the guests tried it, but no 
one could fit into it. When it was his turn, Osiris 
lay down in the box and fit into it perfectly. Once 
inside, Seth and his conspirators slammed the lid on 
the chest, nailed it down, and sealed it with molten 
lead. Then they threw the chest into the Nile River. 
At this point, Isis, the wife of Osiris, began wander¬ 
ing the banks of the river in search of her missing 
husband. But the chest containing Osiris was not to 
be found since it had been carried down the river and 
out into the Mediterranean Sea. Eventually it washed 
up on the beach in far-off Syria. Here a great cedar 
tree grew up on the spot where the chest landed and 
engulfed the chest within its thick trunk, with Osiris 
still inside it. One day the king of Syria saw the beauti¬ 
ful tree, and decided to cut it down and use it as one 
of the pillars for the new palace he was building; he 
did not know that the Egyptian king was imprisoned 
inside the tree trunk. 

Word of her husband’s whereabouts finally reached 
Isis. She journeyed to Byblos to be near him, but 
she had no idea how to get him out of the pillar. 
Isis, who was really a great and powerful goddess in 
disguise, eventually made friends with some of the 



The principal deities of the myth of Osiris: Osiris, Isis, Seth, and Horus. 




















































162 FIRST CIVILIZATIONS 


maid servants of the Syrian queen. She braided their 
hair and by breathing on them imbued them with 
an aroma that surpassed any earthly perfume. When 
the queen saw how beautiful her servants were and 
smelled their perfume she enquired as to the source 
of their beauty. Upon learning of this remarkable 
stranger who made women so attractive, the queen 
soon had Isis working for her as a beautician and 
nursemaid to her infant son. Since Isis was a goddess 
she did not need to nurse the queen’s baby boy at 
her breast, but simply gave the child her finger to 
suck. While nursing the child Isis decided she would 
do the youngster a favour and make him immortal. 
This required that she hold him over an open flame to 
magically burn off the impurities of human mortality. 
One night the boy’s mother happened to look in on 
her son and nursemaid and found Isis holding him 
over a flame, while the various mortal parts of his 
body burned vigorously. Not surprisingly, the queen 
was quite upset by this and began shrieking and car¬ 
rying on since she believed that her son was being 
roasted alive by his nursemaid. 

At this point Isis was forced to reveal her true 
identity, which she did by manifesting herself in her 
full godly splendour, which dazzled and impressed 
the child’s mother. When the Syrian queen realized 
that Isis was a goddess and meant her son no harm, 
she asked why a great Egyptian goddess was working 
“undercover” as a nursemaid in her palace. Isis then 
recounted the story of her husband Osiris, the party 
given by his brother Seth, and the wooden chest with 
her husband inside it that had floated down the Nile 
River and had been taken up into the tree that was 
now one of the pillars of the queen’s palace. After 
explaining her situation, Isis demanded the pillar and 
her husband. The queen of Syria gladly assented to 
the wishes of the Egyptian goddess and arranged for 
the immediate removal of the pillar. Once her hus¬ 
band was liberated from the pillar Isis took him by 
boat back to Egypt. Even though Osiris was near 
death, Isis did manage to revive him long enough to 


conceive a child. They named him Horus and even¬ 
tually he grew up and avenged his father’s death by 
killing Seth. 

Horus the Avenger 

The battle between Horus and Seth was a long and 
bloody affair. At one point during the fight Seth tore 
out one of Horus’s eyes, while Horus returned the 
favour by tearing off Seth’s testicles. Finally the gods 
judged that Horus should be the new king of Egypt 
and ascend the throne of his father, while Seth was 
relegated to a shadowy existence in the desert. Once 
Horus was on the throne his father was revived in the 
underworld and ruled the post-mortem realm, while 
his son ruled the living in the Two Lands. When Osiris 
was revived, so too were the forces of nature; grain 
grew in the fields, animals were born, people had 
children. Osiris and his wife and son, Isis and Horus, 


were worshipped in Egypt for nearly 30 centuries and 
they outlasted many other forms of religious belief in 
the ancient world. The worship of this sacred family 
spread beyond the borders of Egypt and was well 
known in Greece and the Roman Empire. 48 Isis even¬ 
tually surpassed her husband in popularity and shrines 
dedicated to her were found as far north as Hadrian’s 
Wall in England, as well as in Germany and in the 
Danube region. 49 

Osiris as judge of the dead 

By the Middle Kingdom there was a strong emphasis 
placed on correct moral behaviour as a prerequisite 
for entry into the afterlife. Osiris became the judge of 
the dead and, along with the assembly of gods, judged 
whether a person had behaved properly in his or her 
lifetime before they were allowed into the afterlife. 
From the New Kingdom and later, many copies of the 
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Osiris, Egyptian god of the afterlife, shown here 



The weighing of the heart ceremony.The heart of the deceased 
is on the left-hand side of the scale while the feather of ma'at is 
on the right.The goddess Ma'at stands on the right. 


Book of the Dead 50 show scenes of the weighing of the 
heart ceremony, in which the heart of the deceased 
was placed on one side of a scale, and weighed against 
the feather of truth and justice, ma’at, on the other 
side of the scale. 51 

If the person had behaved correctly during their 
lifetime then they would enter into the afterlife. If 
that person had behaved improperly they would be 
eaten by a creature that was part crocodile, part hip¬ 
popotamus, and part lion, known as Ammit, “the 
eater of the dead”. 52 Once it had been determined 
that a person had lived a just and righteous life, 
they had to appear before the assembly of gods and 
declare that they had not committed forbidden acts 
such as murder and incest. Finally, when it had been 
determined that they were truthful and just, they 
were allowed to enter into the realm of Osiris in the 
underworld. 

The myth of Osiris was closely associated with the 
royal family. 53 The living king of Egypt was identified 
with Horus; every king was given a special Horus 
name, which indicated that he was indeed the living 
king of Egypt. The queen was identified with Isis, 
the first lady of the Two Lands. She was the sym¬ 
bol of female fertility and produced many children. 
Isis was the perfect wife and mother, and served as a 
role model for all Egyptian women to follow. Finally, 
Osiris was the living king of the underworld, the 
overseer of the realm of the dead. This most ancient 
sacred family outlived the Egypt that produced it, 
and survived into the early Christian period. It was 
so popular that it posed a threat to early Christian¬ 
ity and was ordered to be abolished by the Roman 
emperor, Theodosius, in the fourth century ad. 
When the cult of Osiris finally disappeared, it was 
replaced by a religion that also had a saviour-god 
who was killed by his enemies and then rose to life 
again: Christianity. 54 


MUMMIFICATION AND THE PRESERVATION 
OFTHE DEAD 

Early attempts to preserve the dead 

Ensuring that the body did not decompose was always 
a major concern for the ancient Egyptians (see Ch. 
II). 55 In the Predynastic period most cadavers that 
were placed directly into the hot desert sands dried 
out rapidly and remained essentially intact. 56 In the 
Early Dynastic period and Old Kingdom, when the 
Egyptians began to build larger funerary structures, 
and the body was placed in the cooler and less arid 
mastabas and pyramids, the desiccating process was 
halted and the cadavers decomposed. 57 By providing 
their dead with larger and more prestigious tombs 
the Egyptians unwittingly created the conditions for 
the complete destruction of the body. During the 1st 
Dynasty they began to take steps to overcome this 
problem by preserving the cadaver through artificial 
means. Their first attempts consisted of wrapping the 
corpse in layers of linen bandages, which had virtually 
no effect in stopping the process of decomposition. 
Bandages continued to be the main form of pres¬ 
ervation through the 2nd and 3rd Dynasties, and 
a few fragments of wrapped body parts have been 
recovered by archaeologists. 58 When it was realized 
that they could not preserve the flesh simply by using 
linen strips, the Egyptians began soaking the bandages 
in resin so they could at least reproduce the outer 
appearance of the body, particularly the facial and 
genital areas. When the resin dried, it hardened and 
formed a kind of shell or cocoon around the body 
that reproduced bodily features and appeared lifelike. 
Despite this treatment, inside the resin-coated shell of 
linen bandages the decomposition process continued. 
Since decomposition produces heat, some of the inner 
bandages were heated to such high temperatures that 
they were actually blackened and charred. The proc¬ 
ess of wrapping the corpse with bandages of linen 
was not really mummification since it did not use 
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preservatives, and did nothing to stop the decomposi¬ 
tion of the corpse. Instead, it was merely a superficial 
or cosmetic treatment applied to the exterior of the 
body only. 59 

By the 4th Dynasty new methods were being used 
to preserve the corpse that involved the removal of 
the large internal organs, which were placed in sepa¬ 
rate containers. The liver, lungs, intestines, and stom¬ 
ach were each wrapped in linen and stored in special 
recessed areas in the floors or walls of the tombs. The 
organs of Hetepheres, the mother ofKhufu, may have 
been stored in a square alabaster box with four com¬ 
partments, one for each of her major internal organs. 
By the 5 th and 6th Dynasties internal organs were 
being stored in special limestone containers called 
Canopic Jars. Even though this procedure improved 
the chances that both the body and the major organs 
would have a chance to dry out before they were 
placed in the tomb, it did little to preserve the body 
itself. Removing organs from the body might appear 
to pose serious eschatological problems, since it will 
be remembered that the Egyptians had a very physical 
concept of the afterlife. How could the body survive if 
its key organs have been removed? What good would 
it do to provide food offerings for a body that was 
missing important internal organs such as the stom¬ 
ach? This posed no problems for the Egyptians since 
the body and its missing parts would be magically 
reunited in the afterlife and would continue to func¬ 
tion as before, receiving food offerings, and living 
happily in the otherworld. 

Starting in the 6th Dynasty bodies were buried 
fully extended instead of being contracted as in earlier 
periods. 60 A fully extended body facilitated cutting 
open and removing the internal organs. Wrapping 
the body in painted, resin-soaked strips of linen 
remained the standard form of funerary preparations 
until the Middle Kingdom. Despite the fact that 
mummification techniques were not very effective, 
plenty of attention was expended on increasing the 
lifelike details of the mummy. A woman from the 



Two views of the mummy of Djedmaatesankh, ninth century bc. 


6 th Dynasty was found covered with a long dress on 
the outside of her linen body wrappings. Beneath 
the dress the body had been wrapped and padded to 
reproduce the shape of the woman’s figure, particu¬ 
larly the breasts. Instead of resin, the linen wrappings 
of some mummies were covered with thin coats of 
plaster. This enabled them to recreate the deceased 
in a much more lifelike manner, even reproducing 
such details as wigs, moustaches, and facial features. 
Throughout the Early Dynastic period and the Old 
Kingdom the emphasis was on preserving the exterior 
features of the deceased, while not actually being able 
to stop the decomposition process. By the end of the 
third millennium bc corpse decomposition was still a 
problem after hundreds of years of burials away from 
the drying effects of the desert sands. Peasants and 
others who could not afford the costly burials of the 
rich continued to bury their dead in the traditional 
way in the hot desert sands, and as a result many 
of these humble burials have survived into modern 
times. 

Natron and true mummification 

What was needed to truly preserve the body was 
some kind of drying agent that could take the place 
of the desert sands, and at the same time replicate 
their desiccating attributes. Just such an agent was 
found in the form of a mineral called “natron”. A 
combination of sodium carbonate and sodium bicar¬ 
bonate, 61 natron is a naturally occurring substance 
that was readily available to the ancient Egyptians. 
It is not known when natron was first used for com¬ 
plete mummification, but it was employed in a few 
instances as far back as the 4th Dynasty, and was in 
widespread use for general mummification practices 
by the 18 th Dynasty. The classic style of mummifica¬ 
tion appears in the New Kingdom (1550-1069 bc), 
and with the introduction of natron chances were 
greatly increased that the body could be preserved. 
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Some of the best-preserved mummies come from the 
18th Dynasty. Mummification reached its peak in the 
21st Dynasty, 62 after which it remained the standard 
burial practice in Egypt, even after the Greek and 
Roman conquests, continuing to be practised up until 
the fourth century ad. 

It was during the 12th Dynasty that the removal of 
the brain began. 63 This was done by breaking the eth¬ 
moid bone, which allowed entry via the nose cavity 
into the cranium. The brain was then drawn out 
with a hooked instrument, or allowed to decompose 
enough so that it was in a partially liquid state; then, 
probably by flushing with water or oil, it was removed 
or drained out through the nostrils. According to 
Herodotus, 64 who is not always very reliable, the 
corpse was soaked in a liquid solution of natron for 
70 days, the internal organs were removed through 
incisions in the abdomen, and then the body was 
wrapped in linen bandages before being entombed. 
It is now known that the corpse was not soaked in 
natron but simply covered with it in its dry form 
for about 40 days until the moisture was drawn out 
of the body. Prior to being placed in their tombs a 
number of additional steps were taken to improve 
the appearance of the deceased. Embalmers might 
weave human hair into the skulls of balding peo¬ 
ple. Others had body cavities as well as arms, legs, 
and necks stuffed with packing material to maintain 
the natural contours of the body, in an attempt to 
eliminate the sunken and dehydrated appearance that 
regularly occurred through mummification. By the 
21st Dynasty plumped bodies, and faces with packed 
cheeks, were common among the wealthy. Artificial 
eyes of stone were sometimes inserted along with 
other cosmetic touches such as human-hair eyebrows, 
which usually disappeared because of the harsh effects 
of the prolonged exposure to natron. More cosmetic 
refinements were made during the Greek and Roman 
periods. Mummies sometimes had fingernails gilded 
with gold, and some women even had their nipples 
gilded. In rare cases the entire head might be covered 


with a thin layer of gold. For the facial area this gild¬ 
ing may have been done as much for magical pur¬ 
poses as for cosmetic ones; since gold is immutable 
and never decays, its magical properties were perhaps 
applied to the more important areas of the body. Late 
in Egyptian history, bitumen, a tar-like substance, was 
introduced as a preservative for the dead. Known in 
Arabic as mumiya, 65 the origin of the word mummy, 
this substance was used freely in the mummification 
process and rendered corpses a dark colour while 
making them very heavy. In Europe during the Mid¬ 
dle Ages and the Renaissance, crushed or ground-up 
mummy remains were highly valued for their sup¬ 
posed medicinal and curative powers. Actually, they 


had no real medicinal value, and probably caused 
more harm than good to the sick and infirm who 
drank concoctions of ground mummy and alcohol 
prepared by the doctors of the time. 

Although usually known to the public only 
through Hollywood horror films, mummies pro¬ 
vide Egyptologists with an interesting insight into 
the religious beliefs of the ancient Egyptians. In 
archaeological and medical research mummies have 
been useful in helping scholars determine the kinds 
of illnesses and injuries the Egyptians suffered as well 
as their diet and some of their work habits. By using 
modern X-ray techniques, the age of mummies can 
be determined, which helps to identify royalty, and 



The opening of the mouth ceremony, 66 from the Book of the Dead belonging to the nobleman Hunefer, 19th Dynasty, Valley of the 
Nobles.The scene shows Anubis, god of mummification, holding the mummy of Hunefer. In front stands "the son whom he loves" his 
eldest son, who restores sight, hearing, and breathing to his deceased father. Hunefer's son is shown twice, performing these tasks. 
On the left stands a priest in front of a food offering. 





























































1 66 FIRST CIVILIZATIONS 


their age at death. This information can be used to 
verify the length of their reigns and determine family 
relationships. 67 With the advent of sophisticated scan¬ 
ners, which are non-intrusive and do not require the 
removal of bandages, a whole new realm of research 
is opening up that promises to give new and interest¬ 
ing insights into the lives of the ancient Egyptians. 

The Valley of the Kings 

The most important development in funerary prac¬ 
tices of this period took place early in the 18th 
Dynasty, when King Thutmosis I decided to be 
buried in a dry and desolate valley behind the cliffs 
of Deir el-Bahri, in the Valley of the Kings. 68 Ineni, 
Thutmosis’s master-builder in charge of constructing 
tlie lung’s tomb, was deeply concerned about secrecy 
and wanted to ensure that the king’s tomb was not 
discovered by robbers. He wrote that he supervised 
the excavation of the roclc-cut tomb of his majesty in 
great secrecy, with no one seeing or hearing about 
their building activities. Compared to earlier periods 
of Egyptian history, secrecy, and keeping the location 



The Valley of the Kings was the principal burial location for kings 
and queens during the New Kingdom. 


of the tombs from being discovered, became more 
important to later Egyptian kings. The emphasis 
on secrecy represented a move away from the over¬ 
whelming grandeur and ostentation of the Pyramid 
Age centuries earlier. 

In the New Kingdom and afterwards, once the 
lung was buried inside the tomb in the Valley of the 
Kings, it was covered with sand and rock so that 
the entrance could not be found by tomb robbers. 
Mortuary temples, 69 where prayers and food offerings 
were made to the deceased, and which were originally 
connected to the tomb, were separated from the actual 
burial site by a distance of between a few metres and 
several kilometres. 70 This was a clear departure from 
the feeding and care of the dead in the Early Dynastic 
period, when the deceased was either surrounded by 
food, or had access to food offering areas via shafts 
and doors leading from the burial chamber to the 
mortuary temple. 71 The new arrangement required 
that food offerings and prayers be transmitted 
magically to the deceased. A good example of this 
separation is the tomb of the 19th Dynasty king 
Ramesses II. His tomb was located in the Valley of 
the Kings, about 2.5km from his mortuary temple, 



Painted tomb scene, 19th Dynasty, Valley of the Kings. 



Wall painting from the tomb of Nahkt, western Thebes. 
Reign of Thutmosis III. 



Female musicians and singers. Detail from a banquet scene in 
the tomb of Nebamun,an agricultural official from the time of 
Amenhotep III, 18th Dynasty. 
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which was some distance outside the Valley of the 
Kings. 

Despite the fact that burials were completely iso¬ 
lated from mortuary temples, and that tomb builders 
did their best to camouflage important burial loca¬ 
tions, tombs were still robbed on a regular basis. The 
Abbott Papyrus, a text from the time of King Rant- 
esses IX (1126-1108 bc), records many interesting 
details about a group of tomb robbers who looted the 


tombs of one Icing, Sobekemsaf of the 17th Dynasty, 
and a number of nobles in the nearby Valley of the 
Nobles. Eventually the thieves were caught and found 
guilty. A few were put to death for their crimes but 
at least one managed to bribe his way to freedom. A 
few years later, during the reign of Ramesses XI, loot¬ 
ing of royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings became 
widespread and an indeterminate number of tombs 
were robbed. 72 


13 The Hyksos 
period and the 
New Kingdom 


The end of the Middle Kingdom 

During the 13th Dynasty the glory of the Middle 
Kingdom began to diminish, and Egypt was once 
again weakened and went into a period of decline. 
By the end of the dynasty the principle of hereditary 
succession was being ignored while various regional 
families jockeyed for power at a local level. 1 Dynastic 
problems tended to erode the power and prestige of 
kingship, particularly because it was perceived that 
kings could no longer ensure the welfare of their sub¬ 
jects on a large scale. As the situation worsened, the 
traditional centralized form of government collapsed 
and was replaced by a fragmented political system 
dominated by weak rulers, some of whom claimed to 
be kings. 2 As royal authority eroded, defensive forces 


Chronology of the Middle Kingdom and Hyksos period (all 
dates bc) 


Middle Kingdom 

11th Dynasty 
12th Dynasty 
13th Dynasty 
14th Dynasties 


2040-1640 

2040-1991 

1991-1783 

1783-C.1640 


Minor kings contemporary 
with the 13th and 15th 
Dynasties 


Second Intermediate period 

15th Dynasty 1640-1532 
16th Dynasty 


17th Dynasty 1640-1550 


1640-1532 

Hyksos, Lower Egypt 
Additional Hyksos rulers 
contemporary with 15th 
Dynasty 

Thebes, Upper Egypt 


diminished, fortresses fell into ruin, and Lower Egypt 
was left open to domination by outsiders. 


The Hyksos period 

Early in the 17th century bc, parts of northern Egypt 
were taken over by people from Syria-Palestine who 
were culturally and linguistically related to the Amor- 
ites (see Ch. 4), 3 a similar people who had taken 
control of the southern portions of Mesopotamia 
several centuries earlier at the beginning of the second 
millennium bc . 4 This group was already filtering into 
Egypt during the 12th Dynasty and they increased 
their activities during the 13th Dynasty. Writing near¬ 
ly 1400 years after the fact, the Egyptian historian, 
Manetho, recorded that for some unknown reason 
Egypt was struck by invaders of obscure origins. He 
recounts how these low-born brigands burned down 
temples and treated the Egyptians with cruel hostil¬ 
ity, massacring some and enslaving others. 5 Manetho 
called these invaders the Hyksos; after the collapse of 
the Middle Kingdom they formed the 15th Dynasty 
and ruled Lower Egypt for a little more than a 
century. The Hyksos established their capital in the 
city of Avaris located in the northeastern Nile Delta, 
between their new possessions in Lower Egypt and 
their traditional homeland in Syria-Palestine. At the 
same time the 17th Dynasty, comprising native Egyp¬ 
tians, ruled Upper Egypt from the city of Thebes. 
This Theban Dynasty continued to rule southern 
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Egypt as vassals of the Hyksos, paying tribute or taxes 
to them. 6 

The Hyksos never took direct control of the entire 
land of Egypt, and the two dynasties coexisted for a 
little more than a century. The Hyslcos were related 
to the Amorites 7 and Canaanites; 8 and although they 
wrote their Semitic names in hieroglyphic script, 
for the most part they kept their own cultural tra¬ 
ditions, in particular their own form of Amorite 
kingship and the worship of Anath and Ba’al, the 


traditional female and male deities of Syria-Palestine. 9 
The Hyksos appear to have been immigrants who 
infiltrated Lower Egypt, and then, when traditional 
Egyptian leadership weakened, took control of the 
land with a minimum of warfare and established 
one of their own people as king. Despite their non- 
Egyptian origins the Hyksos adopted some aspects 
of the older Egyptian culture, such as Egyptian 
royal dress and royal titles, and worship of the sun 
god Re. 


Immigrants and invaders 

People from Syria-Palestine had been migrating into 
Egypt since the late third millennium bc and by the 
13th Dynasty they had become quite numerous, 
particularly in Lower Egypt. These immigrants were 
referred to by the Egyptians as the 7 aamu 10 (Asiatics), 
meaning people who spoke a west-Semitic language 
and came from southwest Asia, probably southern 
Syria and Palestine. Manetho mistakenly translated 





Asiatic or 'aamu traders from Palestine from the tomb of 
Khnumhotep, 11th Dynasty, Beni Hasan,Middle Egypt. 
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Hyksos as “Shepherd Kings”, but this etymology 
is incorrect. It appears that these wandering people 
were not invaders but simply herders seeking pasture 
for their flocks, merchants trading their goods, or 
unskilled labourers looking for work. 11 The tradition 
of wandering peoples seeking a better life in the Nile 
river valley was well known in ancient Egypt and is 
referred to in the literary text called The Prophesy of 
Neferti. 12 The Egyptians seem to have readily accepted 
these Asiatics into their land since a papyrus text 13 from 
the late Middle Kingdom lists 45 men, women, and 
children with Semitic names and of Syro-Palestinian 
origin working in a single household. There were 
probably many such households throughout Egypt 
at this time. 

The tomb of Khnumhotep (c.1900 bc), the pro¬ 
vincial governor, at Beni Hasan displays a wall paint¬ 
ing showing a band of 37 ’aatmi bringing stibium , the 
famous black cosmetic eye paint, to be traded in the 
Two Lands. The group is led by their sheikh, named 
Ab-sha (Abishel), who is specifically designated as a 
hika-khoswet , or “ruler of a foreign land”. Somehow, 
the Egyptian word hika-khoswet , which was the title 
given to a ruler or king, became understood as the 
name of a whole group of people and was used as 
such by Manetho in historical writings as “Hyksos”. 
In the remainder of this chapter the people misnamed 
by Manetho as the Hyksos will be referred to by that 
name, even though the ancient Egyptians did not 
refer to them as such. 

Rulers of foreign lands 

Who were the rulers of foreign lands? William Flinders 
Petrie, a pioneer British archaeologist, excavated the 
Nile Delta site of Tell el-Yahudiyah in the 1880s and 
discovered two pieces of evidence that for a long 
time were considered as typical examples of Hyksos 
material culture: one was a new type of pottery, 
the other a special type of fortification enclosure. 


Petrie also believed that the Hyksos possessed two 
weapons that were unknown to the Egyptians: the 
horse-drawn chariot 14 and the composite bow. The 
composite bow was made of several layers of wood 
and bone that were glued together, giving it a greatly 
increased range that made it a clear advancement in 
the weapons technology of the day. The horse-drawn 
chariot was a fast, mobile, weapons-firing platform 
popular with armies of the time, although its bat¬ 
tlefield effectiveness has been debated. 15 

According to Petrie, the compound bow and the 
horse-drawn chariot were the hallmarks of Hyksos 
material culture. With these advanced weapons the 
Hyksos were able to defeat the native Egyptians 
through military force, just as Manetho had said. But 
Petrie’s interpretation of the Hyksos did not with¬ 
stand the rigours of later archaeological research. In 
1936 the German (later Swiss) Egyptologist Herbert 
Ricke showed that Petrie’s fortification enclosures 
actually belonged to temples and had no defen¬ 
sive value. 16 Later, in 1951, a Swedish Egyptolo¬ 
gist, Torgny Save-Soderbergh, demonstrated that 
the horse and chariot and the compound bow were 
being used in other parts of Asia at the time of the 
supposed “Hyksos invasion”, and their invention 
could not be directly attributed to them. 17 Over 
the years some of Petrie’s interpretations had to be 
abandoned as elements that had been attributed to 
Hyksos material culture had to be reassessed in the 
light of new discoveries. 


The Hyksos capital 

For nearly a century the location of the Hyksos 
capital city of Avaris, 18 mentioned in Egyptian texts, 
remained unknown. In the 1960s, a team of Austrian 
Egyptologists, under the direction of Manfred Bietak, 
was able to locate the lost city of Avaris in the Nile 
Delta at a site now known by the Arabic name of Tell 
ed-Dab’a. 19 Not only were the Austrians able to locate 



Donkey burial from Tell el-Maskhuta situated in front of a 
Middle Bronze Age (2000-1550 bc) tomb similar to those found 
in Palestine. 


the ancient Hyksos capital, but they were also able 
to determine that certain strata uncovered at Avaris 
belonged to the Hyksos period and contained artifacts 
and structures that belonged to the Syro-Palestinian 
Middle Bronze Age (2000-1500 bc). This indicat¬ 
ed that the Hyksos had the same material culture as 
neighbouring Syria and Palestine, and were part of the 
same cultural group. 20 These discoveries were rein¬ 
forced by excavations undertaken at other nearby sites, 
such as Tell el-Maslchuta, 21 which showed a number 
of similarities with the material culture found at Tell 
ed-Dab’a. 22 

Again, the strata belonging to the Hyksos con¬ 
tained the same material culture as those at Tell 
ed-Dab’a. 23 The migrant interpretation has been 
strengthened since neither Tell el-Maskhuta nor Tell 
ed-Dab’a contained evidence that they had been 
destroyed by fire or military conflict by the Hyksos 
in a time when cities were set on fire as a way of 
punishing defeated enemies. 24 These pieces of evi¬ 
dence undermine the idea that there was any kind of 
military invasion of Egypt by foreign invaders. It is 
more likely that in the 13th Dynasty, as Egypt weak¬ 
ened, groups from Syria-Palestine grew in power and 
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sophistication and were able to take control of Lower 
Egypt. 

During this same period Syria-Palestine reached 
a level of material and cultural wealth that was 
unmatched until the Roman period some 1500 years 
later. It has even been suggested that the roles of 
Egypt and Syria-Palestine were actually reversed 



kingdom of Kush in Upper Nubia. 


during this period. 25 Northeastern Egypt fell under 
the strong influence of the expanding Syro-Palestin- 
ian culture, which gave Egypt a large number of new 
immigrants and a new royal family while at the same 
time enriching it with new elements in its material 
culture. The weakening of centralized rule in Egypt 
at this time is reflected in the southern Nile regions 
of Upper Nubia as well, since the Kushites were also 
enjoying a period of greater prosperity and expan¬ 
sion north into Upper Egypt. 26 For more than a cen¬ 
tury, while Egypt declined, its neighbours both in 
the north and in the south gained in power and for a 
time controlled much of the Nile river valley. 

The Hylcsos period was a turning point in Egyp¬ 
tian history. Before this time the Two Lands had 
been somewhat insulated front outside intrusions by 
natural barriers such as the great deserts and seas that 
formed its borders. To a certain extent it remained 
cut off from much of the bloodshed and turmoil that 
plagued so many other parts of the ancient world. 
However, after the Egyptians succeeded in ridding 
themselves of foreign rulers they struck out against 
neighbouring countries and conquered them one 
after another, becoming more aggressive and impe¬ 
rialistic in the centuries that followed. 27 

The expulsion of the Hyksos 

About 1550 bc, Kamose, the last king of the 17th 
Dynasty, launched a war of liberation against the 
Hyksos. Kamose led an attack against the north and 
reached the capital at Avaris, although he was unable 
to conquer it. The task of the conquest of the Hyksos 
stronghold was left to his successor, perhaps a younger 
brother, Altmose (1550-1525 bc), who succeeded 
him and drove the Hyksos rulers out of Egypt. As 
well as freeing Egypt of outside forces, Altmose also 
had the distinction of being the founder of the 18th 
Dynasty, one of the most powerful ruling families in 
all of Egyptian history. Altmose was succeeded by 


Amenhotep I and then by Thutmosis I, one of Egypt’s 
great warrior kings. He was able to pursue the Hyksos 
and their allies into Palestine and pushed the frontiers 
of Egyptian influence deep into Syria all the way to 
the Euphrates River at Karkanrish (Carchentish). Once 
this was accomplished he turned his armies to the 
south against the Kushites and re-established Egyptian 
control in Upper Egypt, pushing upstream as far south 
as the Third Cataract. 28 The region of Kush, which 
was rich in gold and other minerals and trade goods, 
was then turned into an Egyptian colony and ruled 
by a viceroy directly responsible to the king. 

THE NEW KINGDOM (1550-1069 bc) 

The New Kingdom 29 was one of the greatest periods 
of Egyptian history. In the New Kingdom, Egyptian 
power and influence spread beyond the Nile river 
valley to encompass much of Syria-Palestine, reaching 


Chronology of the New Kingdom andThird Intermediate period 
(1550-664) (all dates bc) 


New Kingdom 

18th Dynasty 

1550-1307 


Ahmose 

1550-1525 


Amenhotep 1 

1525-1504 


Thutmosis 1 

1504-1492 


Thutmosis II 

1492-1479 


Thutmosis III 

1479-1425 


Hatshepsut 

1473-1458 


Amenhotep II 

1427-1401 


Thutmosis IV 

1401-1391 


Amenhotep III 

1391-1353 


Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten 

1353-1335 

§ -s 

Smenkhkare 

1335-1333? 

<3 'C 

C <U 

£ “■ 

Tutankhamun 

Aya 

1333-1323 

1323-1319 


Horemheb 

1319-1292 

19th Dynasty 

1292-1196 

20th Dynasty 

1196-1069 

Third Intermediate period 

1069-664 
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all the way to the borders of Mesopotamia on the 
banks of the Euphrates River. The three dynasties 
of the New Kingdom spanned five centuries and 
produced some of the most interesting and creative 
characters in all of ancient history. It is during the New 
Kingdom that the title “pharaoh” comes into use. The 
word originally meant “great house”, but during the 
reign of King Thutmosis III it began to be used to 
refer to individual kings. 30 The 18th Dynasty shows 
a marked change from previous periods of Egyptian 
history. Royal pyramid construction projects had long 
since ceased, the Valley of the Kings became the pre¬ 
ferred burial site for royalty, and Egypt had become 
a conquering, imperialistic power that attacked and 
looted weaker kingdoms. 31 Wirii its new-found wealth 
it became the richest and most powerful kingdom on 
the African continent. 


Hatshepsut, the female king of Egypt 

During the New Kingdom queens and female 
members of the upper classes were much more vis¬ 
ible in Egyptian society and appear to have played 
an increasingly important role in the affairs of the 
Egyptian state. 32 Three women of the 18th Dynasty 
are of particular interest: the powerful Queen Tiye, 
wife of Amenhotep III; Nefertiti, the wife of the 
controversial Akhenaten; and the most remarkable 
female of the dynasty, Hatshepsut, 33 meaning “Fore¬ 
most among the noble ones”, who ruled Egypt for 
nearly 20 years. 34 Once Egypt was re-established 
within its own pre-Hyksos borders, a complex and 
unusual series of events took place. King Thutmosis I 
and his principal wife, Ahmose, only had a daughter, 
Hatshepsut, who was married to her half-brother, 
Thutmosis II, one of the king’s sons by a lesser wife. 
Upon her marriage to Thutmosis II, Hatshepsut 
became the “King’s Great Wife” and filled the tra¬ 
ditional role of the king’s chief royal spouse. Noth¬ 
ing indicates that she conducted herself in a manner 


different from that of royal wives who had preceded 
her. Her husband and half-brother, Thutmosis II, 
seems to have had a short and rather unremarkable 
reign. He was neither a great conqueror nor a great 
builder like his father. The most profound effect he 
had on Egyptian history was to die without leaving 
a male heir to the throne to make a smooth transi¬ 
tion of power from father to son. He did have a son 
by a lesser wife, Aset, and this son was again given 
the name Thutmosis. This third Thutmosis was only 
about 8 years old when his father died: too young 
to rule alone. Therefore, his aunt and stepmother, 
the widowed Queen Hatshepsut, took control of the 
land and served as its ruler. 

So far the succession had been conducted accord¬ 
ing to tradition and in keeping with ma’cit, the con¬ 
cept of universal order and harmony. When similar 
situations had arisen previously, if the young king 
was not old enough to rule alone then an older fam¬ 
ily member took control until the youngster gained 
sufficient experience. A passage from the tomb of 
the high official Ineni reveals that in the early years 
of their shared reign, Hatshepsut and Thutmosis III 
ruled together in harmony. The passage states that 
when Thutmosis II died and went up into the heav¬ 
ens to join the gods, his son took his place and was 
crowned king of the Two Lands, while Hatshepsut 
actually governed the land as she saw fit. 35 

At first Hatshepsut conducted herself as though 
she were a normal Egyptian queen and took the 
usual royal titles of previous queens, but things sud¬ 
denly changed some time around the seventh regnal 
year of the young King Thutmosis III. 36 She aban¬ 
doned the pretext of being a temporary ruler wait¬ 
ing for the real king to grow up, and proclaimed 
herself to be “king” of Egypt. She began to refer to 
herself using the masculine form of her names and 
titles, had herself portrayed wearing masculine royal 
clothing, and was even depicted wearing the cere¬ 
monial beard like ancient King Narmer (see Ch. 10) 
and other male predecessors. After she had taken the 


royal titles traditionally reserved for the king, artistic 
renderings show both Thutmosis and his stepmoth¬ 
er together, but she is given precedence over him. 
In spite of her acknowledged superiority over her 
nephew, contemporary records in no way indicate 
that any conflict existed between them. Nor is there 
any evidence that would indicate that the young 
Thutmosis III was exiled to some far-off country 37 
as some historians have argued, while his supposedly 
“wicked stepmother” illegally ruled the Two Lands. 

Perhaps Hatshepsut would never have gained the 
recognition and fame that surrounds her memory if 
she had simply kept her traditional royal titles and 
ruled Egypt as a queen, fulfilling all the duties neces¬ 
sary to keep the Two Lands functioning properly. 
Even though it may have been considered some¬ 
what unusual for a woman to rule Egypt instead of a 
man, most officials and commoners could probably 
have lived with this arrangement if it meant peace 
and stability. However, she must have caused quite 
a commotion when she declared herself to be king. 
Taking all of the kingly titles, and wearing male 
clothes, has prompted a number of Egyptologists 
to interpret her actions as those of an ambitious 
and power-hungry woman not willing to share her 
power with the younger Thutmosis III. 38 But there 
is another, more plausible way to explain why Hat¬ 
shepsut went to such extremes with her royal tides 
and dress. The highest-ranking women in the court 
were referred to by such tides as “Chief Royal Wife”, 
“King’s Daughter”, and “King’s Sister”, and there 
was no way to feminize the ldng’s titles because they 
were in the masculine form of the Egyptian language. 
Since Hatshepsut had no husband and was not mar¬ 
ried to Thutmosis III, she could not be his “Chief 
Royal Wife”; nor could she call herself “King’s 
Daughter” because she was already a mature woman. 
It was perhaps for these reasons that she decided that 
if the titles did not fit her then she would change 
her dress and physical appearance to fit the titles. 
We do not know if she actually wore male attire in 
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Top: Hatshepsut kneeling in front of the god Amun-Re, 
who extends his hands towards the khepresh ("blue 
crown"), detail from her fallen obelisk, Amun-Re Temple, 
Karnak. Granite, incised low-relief sculpture. Bottom: 
Column from Hatshepsut's temple in the form of the 
goddess Hathor,Temple of Hatshepsut, Deir el-Bahri. 


her everyday life, if she just had herself portrayed on 
official monuments in this type of clothing, or wore 
male clothing only at official state functions. 39 

In the early years of her reign statues clearly show 
Hatshepsut wearing a dress that reveals breasts and 
other feminine physical features. A few years later she 
is depicted wearing the very masculine kilt traditional¬ 
ly worn by Egyptian Icings, but with only a thin, gilet 
or T-shirt above the waist. Sometimes she is shown 
wearing the male ceremonial royal kilt, unclothed 
from the waist up, without feminine features and 
appearing very much like a man. In some low-relief 
sculpture she is portrayed virtually identically to 
Thutmosis III. 

Divine conception and birth 

Kingship in Egypt was a not only a political func¬ 
tion, but also a religious one, and the religious nature 
of Egyptian kingship presupposed that the office of 
king was to be held by a man. 40 All of the mythol¬ 
ogy, costumes, and titles were created for a man. But 
after she assumed the title of king, Hatshepsut modi¬ 
fied traditional creation myths concerning the divine 
conception of the king to suit her own set of circum¬ 
stances, and contrived a story about her own divine 
parenthood and birth. In her version of the myth, the 
god Amun disguised himself as Hatshepsut’s father and 
visited her mother as she slept, leaving her pregnant. 
The text makes it very clear that, just like kings, Hat¬ 
shepsut was the daughter of a god and not a mere mor¬ 
tal. Generally only ldngs were immortal and their lesser 
wives were not, although the king’s chief royal wife did 
share some divine principles with her godly husband. 
After she was conceived the god Amun declared to 
Hatshepsut’s mother that she was now pregnant with 
a daughter whose name was Hatshepsut, who was 
destined to be the future ruler of Egypt. 

There has been a tendency to portray Hatshepsut 
as a domineering, power-hungry woman determined 


to wresde the riirone of Egypt from its rightful owner, 
the young and innocent Thutmosis III. Throughout 
most of this century she has been portrayed in both 
scholarly and popular literature as a kind of wicked 
stepmother. 41 More recently scholars have interpreted 
the reign of Hatshepsut as a reaction to a dynastic 
crisis 42 in which Egypt was left with no suitable heir 
to the throne. To prevent potential usurpers from 
taking royal power from Hatshepsut’s family, thus 
losing the wealth and privileges of royalty, Hatshep¬ 
sut took on the role of king until the crisis passed 
and a new king was again firmly established on the 
throne. 43 Accordingly, Hatshepsut was a woman will¬ 
ing to take extraordinary measures so Egypt could 
maintain its stability. Only a few decades earlier Egypt 
had re-established its power after taking back Lower 
Egypt from the Hylcsos, and certainly the memories 
of foreign domination were very fresh in the minds 
of the leaders of the Two Lands. Hatshepsut her¬ 
self reminds her subjects of this, and in one of her 
inscriptions states that she restored things that had 
been ruined by the Hyksos and destroyed all traces of 
them. Wishing to avoid the kind of instability that had 
allowed the Hyksos to take control of Egyptian inter¬ 
ests, Hatshepsut and her supporters adapted to the 
extraordinary circumstances of her time. This does 
not mean that Hatshepsut was lacking in ambition 
or desire for the throne of Egypt. 44 No timid person, 
male or female, would have been able to challenge 
centuries of tradition and authority as Hatshepsut did 
without plenty of talent and a good deal of ambition. 
Hatshepsut was certainly not meant to stay in power 
as long as she did. It seems that once she had a taste 
of power early in her reign while Thutmosis III was 
still a young boy, she grew to like the role of leader 
of Egypt and decided to maintain it for as long as 
she could. 45 
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Queens before Hatshepsut 

Hatshepsut was not the first woman to rule over 
the Two Lands in the place of a king. 46 On several 
occasions in Egyptian history, when a ruling family 
ran out of male heirs, a woman was chosen as in¬ 
terim ruler until a suitable male heir could be found, 
or until the old dynasty was replaced by a new rul¬ 
ing family. This seems to have happened as early as 
the 1st Dynasty, when the task of leadership passed 
to Queen Merit-neith. 47 It has been suggested that 
she was the wife of King Djet who died before their 
son, Den, was old enough to take the throne. It 
seems that Merit-neith ruled until her death, after 
which her son took over and continued the family 
line. Since the written evidence is scarce, it is dif¬ 
ficult to reconstruct many details of the life of this 
early queen, but her tomb in the Cemetery of Kings 
at Abydos was as rich as any of her male contem¬ 
poraries. She even had some servants interred with 
her, indicating that she had attained a very high and 
respected status among her peers. Later, a similar 
situation occurred again in the 12th Dynasty. As 
with Hatshepsut, it seems there was no male heir to 
carry on the dynastic line and Princess Sobeknefru 48 
struggled to hold on to the throne for perhaps as 
long as four years before she disappeared, along with 
her family line, which had ruled Egypt for around 
200 years. In the case of Sobeknefru, as in the 1st 
Dynasty, the ruling family was threatened by the lack 
of a male heir, and as a last resort the wife of the 
deceased king was placed on the throne (undoubt¬ 
edly with the support of the other family members) 
to avoid the inevitable struggle for the throne that 
always ensued in these circumstances. 49 The long and 
successful reign of Hatshepsut was exceptional in 
Egyptian history. Men, not women, were meant to 
rule the Two Lands; women were chosen to step in 
and take control of power only when there were no 
male heirs available. During its 3000-year history 
Egypt had several hundred kings, and yet there were 


Hatshepsut's temple seen from the summit of the western escarpment. 


at most a handful of women, perhaps five, who ruled 
the Two Lands. 50 


Djeser-Djeseru: Hatshepsut's mortuary 
temple 

One of the most remarkable structures in ancient 
Egypt is Djeser-Djeseru, the mortuary temple Hat¬ 
shepsut built on the west bank of the Nile River 
across from Thebes. 51 Made of limestone, this temple 
is approximately 100 m wide by 160 m long, and con¬ 
sists of three massive columned terraces with long, 
sloping ramps connecting each level. Her temple was 


Djeser-Djeseru, Hatshepsut's mortuary temple at Deir el-Bahri. 
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clearly influenced by another remarkable example of 
Egyptian architecture, the temple of Mentuhotep, 
and is situated only a few metres from it (see Ch. 12). 
Hatshepsut was not buried in a subterranean burial 
chamber behind the temple, like the 11th Dynasty 
king, Mentuhotep, centuries earlier, but in a rock-cut 
tomb (KV 42 ) 52 completely separate from the temple 
in the Valley of the Kings. Inside the covered terraces 
of Djeser-Djeseru there are a number of painted low- 
relief scenes of Hatshepsut’s career as ruler of Egypt. 53 
On the north wall of the middle terrace the episode 
of her divine conception and birth is presented, while 
a series on the south wall recounts the expedition to 
Punt that took place during her reign. 

Trading mission to Punt 

A distant and mysterious land. Punt (Pwenet), was 
located somewhere southeast of Egypt, near the Red 
Sea. Punt was important because it had exotic luxury 
items fancied by the Egyptians such as incense, myrrh 
trees, ivory, ebony, leopard skins, and gold. Painted 
low-relief scenes show the people of Punt living in 
round thatched huts elevated on stilts and surrounded 
by animals associated with tropical Africa, such as 
giraffes, hippopotamuses, and apes. Other scenes 
show five large Egyptian ships leaving for the south¬ 
ern land where they are greeted by the prince of Punt, 
Parehu, and his huge, arch-backed wife, Eti. As the 
expedition arrives some of the chiefs are shown pros¬ 
trating themselves before the queen’s divine emblem 
(she did not accompany the mission herself), and they 
refer to her as the “King of Egypt” and call her the 
“female sun”. 

Obelisks 

Another important series of scenes at Djeser-Djeseru 
shows the transportation by boat of two giant obelisks, 


each 29.5m long and weighing around 325 tonnes. 54 
Obelisks were long, gently tapered pieces of granite 
that terminated in a small ben-ben or pyramid form at 
the top. They were made of a single piece of granite 
that came only from the area around the First Cataract 
of the Nile River at Aswan, 200km south of Thebes. 
Obelisks (Greek for “little skewer”) are fascinating ob¬ 
jects inscribed with hieroglyphic signs and dedicated 
to one of the gods. Sometimes the upper portions of 
obelisks were painted or covered with electrum. Many 
obelisks were taken from Egypt in ancient times and 
ended up in the cities of Rome and Istanbul. In ad 
1833, during the reign of the French king, Louis- 
Philippe I, an obelisk belonging to Ramesses II was 
erected in the Place de la Concorde in central Paris. 
Later on in the 19th century Egyptian obelisks were 
set up in London and New York. 55 


Hatshepsut could not have risen to power and 
maintained her position for 20 years without the 
help of family members and allies in the court. 56 One 
of her officials, Senenmut, 57 rose through the ranks 
and held numerous important positions at court. He 
attained the title “Steward of Amun”, meaning that 
he had control over the vast wealth of the temples and 
sacred precincts of Amun-Re, the most important god 
in Egypt. Some historians and novelists have main¬ 
tained that Senenmut and Hatshepsut were lovers. 
If this is true, their story would make an interesting 
and romantic tale, but there is no real evidence that 
would indicate that they had anything other than a 
professional relationship. 

Senenmut was in charge of procuring obelisks 
for Hatshepsut, as well as constructing many of her 
temples and buildings. He even prepared two burial 



Left: Obelisk of Ramesses II. Height 22.5 m, Place de la Concorde, Paris. Centre: Uninscribed obelisk with cross. 
Height 25.37 m.This obelisk originally stood in Alexandria, Egypt, but was moved in 1586 by Pope Sixtus V to the 
Piazza di San Pietro, Vatican. Right: Obelisk of Hatshepsut. Height 29.56 m, Amun-Re Temple, Karnak,Thebes. 
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chambers for himself, one of them within Hatshep- 
sut’s great mortuary temple precinct. Both tombs 
were entered and badly damaged in antiquity, and 
his quartzite sarcophagus was smashed to pieces. 
About the 16th year of Hatshepsut’s reign, Senen- 
mut, for unknown reasons, disappeared from the 
royal scene. Perhaps he died, or fell out of favour 
with Hatshepsut. 

The reconstruction of the Two Lands 

Hatshepsut has been portrayed as a pacifist 58 who 
shunned military conquest in favour of great build¬ 
ing projects and trading missions to exotic lands. 
Although she was a great builder and interested 
in trade, she was no pacifist. Warfare was a minor 
element of her foreign policy, used only when other 
methods of dealing with enemies were unsuccessful. 
However, she was interested in military matters and 
launched several small campaigns, and may have even 


taken to the battlefield herself. 59 Hatshepsut had 
a plan for the reconstruction of Egypt in the post- 
Hyksos period, and to implement it she needed a 
peaceful and stable environment that would allow her 
to undertake building projects and trading expedi¬ 
tions. 60 In a number of inscriptions she emphasized 
the need for peace so that she could restore Egypt to 
its former greatness, and she characterized her reign 
as being the years of peace. All evidence indicates that 
in this she was successful. During her reign there is 
evidence that much of Egypt’s former prosperity was 
restored, and the uncertainty and confusion of earlier 
times diminished. In the final years of her reign, after 
about 20 years of successful rule, the ageing queen 
may have been ailing and in decline, and her nephew, 
Thutmosis III, was anxious to take sole control of the 
Two Lands. In the 22nd year ofhis reign Prince Thut¬ 
mosis III took full control of the throne of Egypt, and 
Hatshepsut, the female king of Egypt, died and was 
buried peacefully and with full honours in the Valley 
of the Kings. 


Thutmosis III, the warrior king 

It has been suggested that Hatshepsut somehow 
suppressed Thutmosis III 61 for nearly two dec¬ 
ades until he finally grew strong enough and bold 
enough to overthrow her rule, perhaps murdering 
her in the process. But there is no need to resort 
to such violent and radical explanations in order to 
understand the relationship between the two rul¬ 
ers. Hatshepsut and Thutmosis III had some kind 
of power-sharing arrangement, and even though 
his stepmother dominated the early years of their 
reign together, as he grew older he became more 
powerful and eventually ruled Egypt for a total of 
54 years (1479-1425 bc), including the 20 or so 
years he shared with Hatshepsut. The arrangement 
of royal power-sharing surely caused some tensions 
between the two rulers. But even though Thutmo¬ 
sis controlled the army, he never used his military 
power to overthrow his stepmother’s rule. From all 
appearances, Hatshepsut’s reign was necessary to 
ensure dynastic stability in a time of uncertainty, and 
Thutmosis III himself was probably very aware of 
this fragile situation. 

After the death of Hatshepsut, Thutmosis III 
spent most of his reign in wars of conquest and he 
was to a large extent responsible for the establish¬ 
ment of the Egyptian Empire that took form during 
the New Kingdom. 62 During his independent reign 
of 33 years plus the additional 26-year reign of his 
son, Amenhotep II, who was also a military man, 
the Egyptian Empire was able to maintain the ter¬ 
ritorial gains made in the earlier reigns of Thutmosis 
I and Amenhotep II. This period of expansion and 
conquest was due in part to the large and efficient 
military organization that Egypt had developed, and 
the presence of competent generals who were able 
to lead the soldiers of the Two Lands to victory in 
many battles. 63 

During the last years of Hatshepsut’s reign, the city- 
states and small kingdoms ofSyria-Palestine attempted 
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to throw off the yoke of Egyptian oppression imposed 
upon them by Thutmosis Ill’s grandfather, Thutmosis 
I. In the last year of Hatshepsut’s reign, Thutmosis 
III marched into Gaza and attacked people he called 
“rebels”, meaning those who refused to pay tribute 
to Egypt or allow outside control of their cities and 
lands. One inscription tells how the king left Egypt 
near today’s Suez Canal on a campaign to overthrow 
Egypt’s enemies and extend the boundaries of the 
Two Lands in accordance with the command of his 
father, the god Amun. The first goal of this campaign 
was to capture the city of Megiddo, which was the 
centre of a loose coalition of kings and princes fight¬ 
ing against Egyptian domination. The details of this 
campaign were recorded by a scribe named Tjenen 
and, although there is much boasting in favour of the 
Egyptians, his account seems to be an essentially truth¬ 
ful rendition of Thutmosis Ill’s first major military 
engagement. 

A combination of luck and good leadership 
enabled the Egyptians to get very close to Megiddo 
without being detected. When the king’s forces at¬ 
tacked, the enemy troops stationed outside the city 
were easily defeated and fled before the armies of the 
Two Lands. The Egyptians chased the enemy forces 
from the field, and they could even have smashed 
their way into the city and taken it as well had it not 
been that, in the middle of the attack, the pharaoh’s 
forces broke ranks and began looting the abandoned 
weapons, horses, and chariots left on the field of bat¬ 
tle by their enemies. This disciplinary breakdown gave 
the defenders of Megiddo a chance to get inside the 
city’s walls to safety. The description of the campaign 
recounts that the fleeing soldiers of Megiddo were 
hoisted up over the city walls by their garments while 
the army of the king went about looting the goods 
of its enemies. This costly error forced the Egyptians 
to lay siege to the city for seven months before it 
finally capitulated. The wait, however, was worth it, 
for when Megiddo fell, along with it went more than 
350 towns and villages. 


After the campaign was over, scenes of the capture 
and destruction of Megiddo were inscribed on the 
walls and pylons of the temple of Amun at Thebes, 
which Thutmosis III had extended to honour the 
gods who had brought him victory. High on the walls 
of the temple precinct, in painted low-relief carv¬ 
ings, were the names of the towns and cities captured 
by him, each one represented by a prisoner with his 
hands bound behind his back. 

Even though the city of Megiddo had been cap¬ 
tured, the struggle for Syria-Palestine was not over. 
From the 23rd to the 39th years of his reign, Thut¬ 
mosis III fought up to 17 military campaigns in an 


attempt to control die area. In the captured city-states 
and small kingdoms, Thutmosis III placed governors 
and princes drawn from the local population. To keep 
them loyal after his armies had returned to Egypt, 
Thutmosis took their brothers and children with him 
back to Egypt as hostages. While in the Two Lands 
they were educated in the ways of Egypt and when 
they grew older and were sufficiently indoctrinated 
with Egyptian ideas and culture, they were sent back 
to their homelands to serve as faithful rulers for the 
king. 

Perhaps Thutmosis Ill’s greatest military accom¬ 
plishment was the crossing of the Euphrates River 



Chariot panel showing battle scenes, from the tomb of Thutmosis IV, 18th Dynasty, KV 43. (Egyptian Museum, Cairo) 
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into the land of Naharin, meaning “River Land”. 
This entailed the transportation of boats over 400 km 
from the port city of Byblos to Karkamish, where 
they were used to traverse the Euphrates River. 64 The 
boats were built in Egypt, sailed to Byblos, and then 
transported across the countryside on wagons pulled 
by oxen. Crossing the Euphrates River represented 
the furthest northern extension of Egyptian power 
and hegemony, placing them on the borders of one 
of the other great powers of the time, the kingdom 
of Mitanni. 65 

At the other end of the empire in Upper Egypt, 
Thutmosis III had consolidated Egyptian presence 
as far south as the Fourth Cataract region on the 
Nile River at the provincial capital of Napata. Dur¬ 
ing his reign Egyptian control stretched from the 
great bend in the Euphrates River near Karkamish, 
roughly 14001cm north of Thebes (actual land and 
sea route distances would have been much great¬ 
er) to over 10001cm to the south. Even though the 
Egyptian presence and outright control of the south 
in the areas known as Wawat and Kush (Lower and 
Upper Nubia) remained strong for many centuries, 
Egypt’s control of northern regions was always tenu¬ 
ous and began to slip away almost immediately. Dur¬ 
ing the New Kingdom much of Egypt’s resources 
and foreign policy were concentrated on the struggle 
to maintain control of Syria-Palestine. Both Thut¬ 
mosis III and Thutmosis I had extended Egyptian 
hegemony to the Euphrates River, but subsequent 
kings were forced to gradually withdraw over the 
years, giving up parts of the northern empire to the 
Mitanni or the Hittites. 


The fruits of conquest 

With the conquest of new territories came revenues 
for the king, the religious organizations, and the 
people of the Two Lands. Some of this new-found 
wealth was used to enhance and enlarge the temple 
of Arnun at Karnak, in the religious quarter of the 
capital. There Thutmosis III added the sixth pylon to 
the main temple structure, on which he recounted his 
military campaigns including the battle of Megiddo, 
as well as several ceremonial gates and chapels and 
two obelisks, in addition to his own massive mortu¬ 
ary structure, which he built just a few metres from 
Hatshepsut’s at Deir el-Bahri, on the west bank of 
the Nile River. He also enriched Egypt’s religious 
life by instituting new religious festivals and holidays 
in which the entire country participated. The temple 
was one of Egypt’s main land owning institutions 
and possessed tremendous wealth, which it used to 
employ local peoples. It was also the main depository 
for foreign slaves taken in military campaigns. 

Later in his life Thutmosis III took his son, 
Amenhotep II, as his co-regent. There were many 
stories about the strength and athletic prowess of 
this vigorous king, who continued the policies of 
conquest of his father. According to legend, he was 
a great archer and his bow was so strong that no one 
else could draw it. After a long and solid reign he 
was followed by Thutmosis IV, who, like his father 
and grandfather, was active in the same areas of 
Syria-Palestine in the north and around Napata in 
the south. By this time Egypt had a well-established 
empire, and although it had to struggle constantly to 


maintain its possessions, it was the strongest power 
in the ancient Near East. 

There was a marked change in the style of king- 
ship when Amenhotep III (1391-1353 bc) came 
to the throne. 66 Benefiting from the hard-won 
accomplishments of his predecessors, Amenhotep 
III ruled Egypt for 38 years at the apex of its imperial 
power. Unlike some of the previous kings of the 18th 
Dynasty, he did not spend much time on military 
campaigns but left this aspect of his rule to his gener¬ 
als and professional soldiers. While the army was out 
in the field protecting Egypt’s interests, Amenhotep 
III was occupied with his building projects. At Karnak 
he made additions to the Arnun temple and built a 
new temple to the god of war, Montu. The fact that 
the Egyptians emphasized the war god at this time 
perhaps indicates how important and profitable war 
had become, and how important it was to keep the 
war god’s favour. In addition, he built a huge fam¬ 
ily mansion and what was probably the largest mor¬ 
tuary temple ever built in Egypt, complete with its 
own harbour. The family temple was quarried for its 
building stone later in the 18 th and 19th Dynasties 
and almost nothing remains of it today except two 
large statues of the king. By the reign of Amenhotep 
III, Egypt was at the peak of its power and prestige. 
Slaves and booty taken in batrie from Egypt’s weaker 
neighbours poured into the Two Lands, while for¬ 
eigners and mercenaries serving in the armies of the 
pharaoh clogged the cities and towns along the banks 
of the Nile River. At this key moment, the great stage 
of Egyptian history was set for one of Egypt’s most 
interesting and enigmatic kings, Akhenaten. 



14 Akhenaten 
and the 
Amarna period 


The 18th Dynasty king Akhenaten (1353-1335 bc) 
was one of the most controversial people to ever rule 
ancient Egypt and has provoked more debate among 
historians, archaeologists, novelists, art historians, 
and even psychiatrists, than perhaps any other king 
from the ancient Near East. In the past scholars have 
either praised him as a visionary or condemned him 
as a fanatic. J. D. S. Pendelbury called Akhenaten 
“a religious maniac”, while H. R. Hall thought he 
was “mad” or at least “half insane”. 1 The father of 
psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, 2 wrote a book in 
which he advanced the theory that Akhenaten inspired 
the Hebrew patriarch Moses to accept monotheism: 
the belief in one god. Freud argued that Moses was 
an Egyptian and went so far as to claim, incorrectly, 3 
that one of the names of the Hebrew god Adonai was 
actually a derivation of Aten, the name of Akhenat- 
en’s god. 4 A century ago the influential American 
Egyptologist James Henry Breasted called Akhen¬ 
aten “the first individual in history”, 5 while more 
recently Akhenaten specialist Donald Redford called 
him a “totalitarian”, and his regime “tiresome”. 6 The 
diversity of opinions 7 about Akhenaten demonstrates 


Chronology of the Amarna period (all dates bc) 


Amenhotep III 

1391-1353 

Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten 

1353-1335 

Smenkhkare 

1335-1333? 

Tutankhamun 

1333-1323 

Aya 

1323-1319 

Horemheb 

1319-1292 


the many different ways historians can interpret the 
same person. 8 

Traditional views of Akhenaten 

Traditional views of Akhenaten are due in part to the 
work of Breasted, whose interpretations found their 
way into a number of popular histories of Egypt and 
gained a large audience among the public through 
historical and biographical novels based on his ideas. 
According to Breasted, Akhenaten took the throne 
when Egypt was at the peak of its power and its empire 
extended from Syria-Palestine, in the north, to far up 
the Nile River to Kush in the south. During the reign 
of his father Amenhotep III, Egypt was strong and 
secure with wealth and tribute pouring into the coun¬ 
try from conquered lands. Since a large amount of this 
wealth was given to the priests of the Amun-Re cult, 
who offered it to the gods as a sign of appreciation 
of their help in Egypt’s success, the temple amassed 
great wealth and power. This enhanced power allowed 
the priests to challenge the political power of the king 
himself. 

Re was the old sun god who gained prominence 
during the reigns of Djoser 9 and later Snefru and 
Khufu, the great pyramid-building kings of the 
4th Dynasty. With his major shrines and temples, 
Re dominated Egyptian religious thought during 
the Old Kingdom, and for the remainder of Egyp¬ 
tian history the sun god was always a major force 
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in religion. In the Middle Kingdom, the northern 
cult of Re was combined with the southern cult of 
Amun, “the hidden one,” an air and fertility god, 
to form the Amun-Re cult with its spiritual cen¬ 
tre located at Thebes. This religious organization 
wielded great political power, and it was to offset 
this power, and restore power to the pharaoh, that 
Alchenaten turned away from the Amun-Re cult 
and sought to establish a new solar deity and priest¬ 


hood that he could control. The friction between 
the Amun-Re priests and the new king became in¬ 
tolerable and, in a bold and revolutionary gesture, 
Alchenaten denounced the cult of Amun-Re and 
replaced it with a new god symbolized by the solar 
disc called the Aten. Since they were both sun gods, 
in many ways the Aten was similar to Re. The king 
changed his name, Amenhotep IV, which meant 
“the god Amun is satisfied”, 10 to Akhenaten, which 


contained the element “Aten” and meant “spirit of 
the Aten”. 11 

To promote his new god and make him the 
supreme deity of Egypt, Akhenaten deposed the 
priests of Amun-Re as well as other religious cults, 
and closed down their temples, leaving them to 
fall into ruin. At the same time he sent his agents 
throughout the land to chisel out the names of the 
other gods, even obliterating the plural form of the 


Egypt during the New Kingdom at the time of Akhenaten. 


Akhenaten, Amarna period.(Egyptian Museum,Cairo) 
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word “god” from monuments and shrines. Five or six 
years after he had ascended to the throne Alchenaten 
moved his family, court, and religion to his newly 
founded capital city, known today by the Arabic name 
El-Amarna, 12 but which he named Alchetaten, “the 
horizon of the Aten”. The new capital, which Alchen¬ 
aten vowed never to leave, was situated in Middle 
Egypt about 2501cm north of Thebes. In his new city 
he became preoccupied with spiritual matters and 
spent most of his time writing poems and hymns to 
Aten. One of his hymns, which he may have written 
himself, is the beautiful “Great Hymn to the Sun”, 
which extols the virtues of the Aten sun disc and 
its beneficent light and life-giving rays. 13 The Great 
Hymn praises the Aten for giving light, chasing away 
the darkness, and giving life to all plants, animals, and 
humans. According to the traditional view, because 
Akhenaten had essentially disconnected himself from 
the practical, everyday aspects of running Egypt’s 
hard-won empire, the country began to suffer and 
go into decline. Some scholars erroneously thought 
they had found evidence for this neglect in a number 
of unanswered letters requesting military and financial 
assistance. 

The Amarna Letters 

In 1887, farmers ploughing their fields near a vil¬ 
lage in Middle Egypt called El-Amarna uncovered 
some hardened lumps of baked clay, which looked 
as if they might have some value on the antiquities 
market. These objects eventually made their way 
into the hands of scholars, who recognized them as 
letters written on clay tablets in cuneiform script. 
Known as the Amarna Letters, 14 these texts reveal 
that in the 14th century bc a diplomatic communica¬ 
tions network existed in the Near East that stretched 
from Egypt into Mesopotamia and Turkey (Anato¬ 
lia). Ambassadors carried dispatches to the Egyp¬ 
tian capital at Akhetaten front the distant lands of 


Mitanni, Khatti, and Assyria, and even from as far 
away as the kingdom of Babylon. A number of these 
letters were sent by rulers of petty kingdoms located 
in Syria-Palestine, 15 which frequently engaged in 
wars with Egypt’s main enemies, the Hittites and the 
Mitanni. To sustain such military activity required 
men and equipment and the wealth to pay them. 
The Egyptian allies thought that the pharaoh of 
Egypt would send them copious amounts of gold 
since they believed that “gold was as plentiful as dust 
in the land of Egypt”. The belief that Akhenaten 
neglected the empire 16 was based on the readings 
of a number of the Amarna Letters that contained 
pleas for help, asking the king to send reinforcements 
to beleaguered vassals of Egypt struggling against 
the enemies of the Two Lands. Some of the letters 
addressed to the long from his vassals portray them 
as faithful servants trying desperately to hold on to 
the crumbling pieces of the empire while the king 
foolishly refuses to send help, or even acknowledge 
their difficult situation. 17 

More recently it has been realized that the 
Amarna Letters must be read with caution and that 
the messages in these texts cannot always be taken at 
face value. Often, the cries for help were only thinly 
disguised pleas for the pharaoh’s gold to enable the 
writer to promote some personal project of his own, 
which had little to do with the safety or well-being 
of the Egyptian Empire. Even before the time of 
Akhenaten, Egyptian rulers had grown accustomed 
to such pleas for help and tended to ignore them. 
Thus, not acting upon such requests does not neces¬ 
sarily suggest that Akhenaten neglected the workings 
of his empire. 18 

Akhenaten and monotheism 

In terms of Akhenaten’s religion, the traditional view 
maintained that he made a clean, sharp break from 
existing religious beliefs. Breaking with the past, the 


young king conceived the idea of monotheism, 19 the 
belief in one god, as opposed to polytheism, the belief 
in many gods. Egypt had hundreds of gods and count¬ 
less shrines, altars, and temples dedicated to them. 
Then, almost overnight, Akhenaten forcibly replaced 
them all with his brand of solar monotheism. Some 
commentators have given him the title of “heretic 
king” because he destroyed Egypt’s long-standing 
religious traditions; others have seen him as a great 
religious reformer who, centuries before the Old 
Testament prophets, advanced human spirituality by 
concentrating all religious beliefs into one supreme 
godhead, and even advancing the concept of a “trin¬ 
ity” of gods. 20 

Living in ma'at 

It was important that the king live in accordance with 
ma’at (truth and justice) to ensure that truth and 
order prevailed, and that natural disasters and foreign 
invaders did not ravage the land. Alchenaten quali¬ 
fied his name with the phrase “Living in ma’at.'" He 
also took the concept of ma’at one step further than 
his predecessors, and in artistic representations had 
himself portrayed not as an idealized god-king like 
previous pharaohs, but instead as he really appeared: 
a misshapen, effeminate-looking man whose bizarre 
appearance has seldom been matched in the ancient 
world. Akhenaten was depicted with a long neck, 
lantern jaw, and oddly shaped body, which included 
a distinct “pot-belly”, and with feminine hips and 
thighs, and even breasts. 

Because the kings of Egypt influenced fash¬ 
ion trends and dress codes, family members and 
courtiers were disposed to emulate the way their 
rulers dressed. Artistic representations of the time 
show people other than the royal family wearing the 
same style of clothing and with the same misshapen 
appearance as the king. According to the traditional 
interpretation, the fact that he chose to have himself 
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represented truthfully, according to ma’at , has led 
some scholars to interpret him as a man more inter¬ 
ested in truth than tradition, and believe him to have 
been a true revolutionary in art as well as religion. 
Considering Akhenaten’s supposed withdrawal from 
Egyptian political life and consequent neglect of the 
empire, and his distaste for war and military matters, 
it is not difficult to see how many years ago Egyptol¬ 
ogists came up with an Alchenaten who was a mono¬ 
theistic pacifist. These elements, combined with his 
preoccupation with religious poetry and theological 
concepts, helped to create the impression of a king 
who was more concerned with his solar god and his 
beautiful wife and family than with governing the 
empire and making war. Then, tragically, this “flow¬ 
er-child” king was pushed aside or murdered by jeal¬ 
ous priests and generals who wanted to re-establish 
the old order. 

With this summary of some of the traditional ideas 
about Akhenaten serving as an introduction to his life 
and times, let us examine the more recent discover¬ 
ies concerning the Amarna period 21 and its central 
character. 

New evidence and revised interpretations 

Akhenaten was not supposed to be the pharaoh of 
the Two Lands. Instead, his older brother, Prince 
Thutmosis, was the heir apparent. Originally, Akhen¬ 
aten had been kept in the background and was not 
shown with his father on any of his monuments as a 
child. Perhaps this was intentional because the young 
prince suffered from some kind of congenital disease 
that made him “hideous to behold”. 22 But Thutmosis 
died, and Akhenaten ascended the throne of Egypt in 
about 1353 bc. As a child, Akhenaten was probably in 
poor health and could not partake in the more war¬ 
like activities such as hunting, archery, and chariotry 
that were traditionally engaged in by young Egyptian 
royalty. Some interpreters believe it is likely that he 


preferred the arts such as painting, sculpture, and 
poetry. His chief sculptor, Bek, claimed that it was 
the young prince himself who taught him the art of 
statue making. 

The word Aten, the name of Akhenaten’s god, 
was an ancient word known already in the Old King¬ 
dom, and simply meant “solar/sun disc”. During the 
reign of Akhenaten’s grandfather, Thutmosis IV, the 
sun disc was given credit for victory in battle and his 
royal palace was called the “Mansion of the Disc”. 
During the reign of Akhenaten’s father, Amenhotep 
III, the Aten sun disc acquired divine status and 
became a fully fledged god who was master over all 
the lands illuminated with its warm, life-giving rays. 
Akhenaten’s father called himself the “dazzling sun- 
disc”, and gave the Aten additional prestige when 
he attached the word “Aten” to his royal barge, his 
palace, and some of the members of the royal family. 
It is clear that the Aten was growing in popularity 
before the reign of Akhenaten. Thus it cannot be 
said that he alone was responsible for the Aten’s rise 
to power. However, once Akhenaten was king he did 
forge ahead with reforms that for a short time made 
the Aten the most powerful deity in all Egypt. When 
Akhenaten came to the throne one of his first official 
acts was to build a temple to the Aten in the centre of 
the Karnak temple complex at Thebes, the city that 
was the principal home of the god Amun. Known as 
the “Mansion of the Aten”, it was situated only a few 
hundred metres from the Amun temple. The priests 
of Amun must have been angered by this affront 
to their ancient god, whom they considered to be 
the most important in all Egypt. It was probably dur¬ 
ing the building of this temple that the young king 
realized that no matter how impressive he made his 
new temple to the Aten, Thebes was the home of 
Amun and had been for nearly a thousand years. Try¬ 
ing to outshine this mighty god in his own city was 
futile. 

In the fifth year of his reign Akhenaten founded a 
new city 250km north of Thebes in an area that had 


not previously been inhabited. He named his new 
capital “Akhetaten”, and a year later moved his fam¬ 
ily and court there. At the same time he changed his 
name from Amenhotep IV to Akhenaten and declared 
the god Amun a public enemy of all the people of 
Egypt. It was during this time that agents obliterated 
the name Amun wherever it appeared on the walls 
or columns of temples, palaces, or tombs. The ele¬ 
ment “Amun” was even eliminated from the name of 
Akhenaten’s own father, who may have still been alive 
at the time. Other gods, some more ancient and ven¬ 
erable than Amun, suffered a similar fate, including 
Osiris, the popular god of the afterlife. After his sixth 
year in power the plural “gods” is never seen again 
during the reign of Akhenaten. From this time until 
his death the people of Egypt, at least officially, had 
no gods to worship except the Aten. The new solar 
monotheism was followed by the king, his court, and 
close followers, and there were, no doubt, a number 
of true believers who were sincere adepts of the 
religion of the Aten. 

Outside the capital it is uncertain whether the new 
religion had many followers. Ordinary people who 
lived away front the centres of power seem to have 
clung to their old beliefs 23 and Akhenaten never made 
an effort to convert them to his teachings. Akhenaten 
changed a number of traditional funerary practices 
and eschatological beliefs that had been in use for 
centuries. The afterlife was no longer a pleasant place 
to spend eternity, and enjoy the cool breezes that 
blew along the Nile River while living amidst food 
and luxury. Instead, it was simply another vantage 
point from which the deceased could worship the 
blazing sun disc. 

The suppression of Osiris, 24 the peoples’ favour¬ 
ite god, compelled the priests of the new religion to 
retain many of the elements of the traditional funer¬ 
ary beliefs. Mummification, grave goods, anthropoid 
coffins, and Canopic Jars were all maintained. In 
Akhenaten’s religion the deceased were dependent 
on the Aten, and not Osiris, to safeguard them in the 
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afterlife. 25 Instead of going to the pleasant Fields of 
the Blessed, souls remained in their local neighbour¬ 
hoods. In the morning, when the Aten rose, the dead 
came out of their tombs and partook of some kind of 
spiritual existence. They returned to their tombs in 
the evening at sunset. Both the living and the dead 
went to sleep at night, the living safe in the comfort 
and security of their homes, and the dead deep in the 
safety of their tombs cut into the cliffs of the lime¬ 
stone hills. Both the living and the dead accompanied 
Aten to his temple to share in the food offerings that 
were made there. 

The key elements of Egyptian eschatological 
beliefs, which for centuries had played a major role 
in Egyptian religion and culture, were modified 
or greatly reduced. Akhenaten took the beautiful 
and colourful religion of the Two Lands that had 
been the spiritual lifeblood of the Egyptian people 
for centuries, and stripped it of much of its magic 
and beauty. In return, he left the people with little 
to believe in or to comfort them in their moments 
of religious need except a harsh, blazing sun disc. 
Akhenaten’s new religion, “Atenism”, was character¬ 
ized by the god’s remoteness. Traditional myths were 
pushed aside, and there was little to replace them. 
There were no myths or stories about the Aten and 
his life, and in place of the natural elements that the 
Egyptians had always recognized as divine, Akhenaten 
only honoured one force: the light of the sun. In 
addition, Atenism lacked essential elements like love 
and compassion, which would have made it more 
appealing to ordinary people, and although Aten was 
the creative force that brought all things to life, even 
foreigners and animals, the needs of the poor and 
downtrodden were never addressed. 

Akhenaten and the military 

The long-held notion that Akhenaten was anti-mili¬ 
tary and a pacifist is no longer tenable. In the art of 


the “beautiful child of the sun-disc”, as Akhenaten 
called himself, scenes showing the army appear in 
many places. At no time in its history had the military 
ever been more evident in Egyptian art than during 
his reign. 26 The capital city, Akhetaten, was an armed 
camp and Akhenaten’s state barge and temples show 
scenes of him in the traditional pose, slaughtering 
the enemies of Egypt. Enemy captives appear in 
heraldic motifs and in scenes of the king and queen 
appearing before their subjects. At important festi¬ 
vals, princes who were held as hostages of conquered 
foreign lands are shown presenting gifts and tribute 
to the king. Foreign rulers who had been subdued 
by previous Egyptian kings continued to send trib¬ 
ute to the king by land caravan and by boats from 
the distant lands of Kush, Syria-Palestine, and the 
far-off Aegean. Akhenaten, like his ancestors, con¬ 
tinued sending settlers to Kush to colonize the land, 
and a temple to Aten was built at Kawa, 1000km 
south of the capital in Upper Nubia. Akhenaten pro¬ 
moted his image as a war leader and even enjoyed 
some military success in Kush, although he did not 
actually accompany his army on its campaigns. Hav¬ 
ing been informed about certain rebellious tribes in 
the south, the king ordered one of his lieutenants to 
move against the region of Akita, where 361 cattle 
were captured and 145 Kushites were taken captive, 
some of whom were impaled on stakes. The effec¬ 
tiveness of these policies was reflected in a number of 
passages that declare that there were no rebels in the 
time of Akhenaten, or that the king’s war cry was like 
a “flame of fire in pursuit of all foreign lands”. Such 
statements do not reflect the character of a pacifist 
or “Christ-like” figure, as some traditionalists once 
maintained. 

The political and military situation in Syria-Palestine 
was more complex than in Kush, and Akhenaten fared 
poorly as a result. It was unfortunate for him to have 
ruled at a time when the empire was facing many chal¬ 
lenges and was beginning to unravel. Had he been 
a more skilful politician he might have been able to 


outmanoeuvre his adversaries and take advantage of 
the rapidly changing situation between the Hittites, 
the Mitanni, and the numerous small kingdoms situ¬ 
ated between them and Egypt. Instead, he hesitated, 
misread the situation, and then blundered his way 
through a number of political crises that cost Egypt 
much of its power and prestige. Why Akhenaten did 
not act more effectively is difficult to understand, but 
his failure in the political arena was not due to his 
excess of mysticism, but to his lack of political skill and 
determination to win. 27 

Queen Nefertiti 

Almost as famous, and at the same time mysterious, 
as Akhenaten was his wife, Nefertiti, whose name 
means “The beautiful one has come”. A painted bust, 
recovered by German excavators in 1912, shows her 
to have been a woman of great beauty. In low-reliefs 
and paintings (Amarna art) she appears regularly with 
her husband, and in one important temple, “The 
Mansion of the Benbm Stone”, she was actually rep¬ 
resented as often as Akhenaten and was even shown 
worshipping the Aten disc without the king. 28 The 
extent of her power is emphasized in one scene that 
shows the queen smashing the heads of her enemies 
with a club; in another, bound Asiatic and Kushite 
slaves are shown kneeling before her throne. 29 The 
head-smashing motif was usually reserved only for 
kings such as Narmer (see Ch. 10). 

It appears that Nefertiti shared with her husband 
the love and devotion to the Aten, since she is shown 
with the king performing ritual and cultic duties in 
the presence of the sun disc. 30 Some popular novels 
based on her life tend to stress the apparent roman¬ 
tic love that existed between the royal husband and 
wife, and indeed it does seem that they had a spe¬ 
cial relationship that emphasized their family. The 
artistic record shows them mainly in official or reli¬ 
gious scenes, but several reliefs show the royal couple 


Akhenaten and Nefertiti offering to 
the Aten disc.To the left is one of their 
daughters.The rays of light emanating 
from the Aten disc end in hands extending 
ankh signs, the symbol of life, to the king 
and queen. Incised low-relief sculpture, 
height 1.05 m (Egyptian Museum, Cairo) 


AKHENATEN AND THE AMARNA PERIOD 185 


playing with their children. Once Nefertiti is seen 
sitting on her husband’s lap and in another scene they 
are shown kissing on the lips. 

Egyptologists are unclear about Nefertiti’s fate 
later in the reign. Cyril Aldred maintains that in the 
14th year of Akhenaten’s reign Nefertiti disappeared 
front the court scene at Alchetaten, and probably died 
at that time. 31 Redford believes that Nefertiti was 
not dead, but was displaced by the royal couple’s 
eldest daughter, Meritaten. 32 Accordingly, Akhen¬ 
aten took Meritaten and elevated her to the position 
of “favourite” and “mistress” 33 of his house. At this 
point reliefs show the father with his daughter per¬ 
forming cultic acts in front of the sun god, and in a 
diplomatic letter from the king of Babylon, Burna- 
Buriash, she is mentioned as “the mistress of your 
house”, a term that was used to refer to the woman 
who had the highest status in the kingdom. 

As Nefertiti began to fade into the background, 
Meritaten was portrayed as larger than the other 
women of the court, and in some reliefs Meritaten’s 
figure was actually incised over the figures of other 
royal women. It was during this time that Akhenaten 
chose one of his close male relatives, a boy about 
14 years old, as his co-regent. This new “apprentice 
pharaoh” was named Smenkhkare, meaning “He 
whom the Spirit of Re has ennobled”. He married 
his cousin, Meritaten, and the young rulers were sup¬ 
posed to be the heirs of Akhenaten and Nefertiti. It 
is not clear whether Smenkhkare and Meritaten ever 
reigned independently, but the young Smenkhkare 
died aged about 17 after he and Meritaten had 
one child, which died in infancy. After the death of 
Smenkhkare another of the king’s nephews, or a son 
by one of Akhenaten’s other wives 34 (he was prob¬ 
ably not the son of Akhenaten and Nefertiti since 
they seem to have had only daughters), was chosen 
as Akhenaten’s co-regent and married his next eldest 
daughter, Ankhesen-pa-aten. 

Even though this second candidate for the throne 
of the Two Lands would die after having ruled for 
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only ten years, he was destined (at least in the 20th 
century ad) to become one of Egypt’s most famous 
kings. Although he was the legitimate king, Tut- 
ankhaten was too young to rule the country himself, 
and the real political and religious decisions were 
made by a group of adults who worked behind the 
scenes representing the old guard. Under the reign of 
Tutankhaten, the Amun-Re cult was reinstated to its 
former position of power, the capital was moved back 
to Thebes, and a great programme of temple resto¬ 
ration and reconstruction was begun. To symbolize 
a return to the normal state of affairs, the boy-king 
eliminated the element “Aten” from his name and 
replaced it with the traditional “Amun”. Thus, when, 
his tomb was discovered by Howard Carter, in 1922 
ad, the world came to know him by his traditional 
name: Tutankhamun. 35 

Although some interpretations of Akhenaten claim 
that later in his reign he was so unpopular with the 
priests and the army that he was murdered, there is 
in fact no evidence for this. It is most likely that he 
died peacefully in the 17th year of his reign, and was 
buried near his capital in a royal tomb with all the 
wealth and ceremony that was due to a great king. 
The fate of Akhenaten’s wife, Nefertiti, still remains 
unclear. It is not known if she lived on after his death, 
or if she, too, died about the same time. For some 
time, it was believed that after his death the king’s 
city of Akhetaten was sacked and destroyed and his 
tomb was violated. But it is now known that these 
activities took place much later, between 15 and 40 
years after Akhenaten’s death, mainly during the reign 
of the general-king Horemheb, 36 and that at the time 
of his death there was no great outcry of hatred and 
emotion against him or his reign. 37 

Akhenaten's physical appearance 

Why did Akhenaten look so strange? In works of 
art Akhenaten was represented in such a bizarre 


fashion that the 19th-century French scholar 
Eugene Lefebure speculated that Akhenaten was 
a woman like Hatshepsut, masquerading as a man 
on the throne of the Two Lands. 38 Auguste Mari- 
ette imagined that Akhenaten had been castrated by 
his enemies while on a military campaign. Mariette 
argued that castration would account for the king’s 
effeminate features. 39 When looking at representa¬ 
tions of Akhenaten as he appears in reliefs, paint¬ 
ings, and sculptures, we notice his long neck and 
face, and his effeminate waist, thighs, and breasts. 
Considering that he was supposed to be a fertility 
symbol for male Egyptians and that he was given the 
title “Strong bull, beloved of the Aten”, alluding to 
the bull’s reproductive powers, Akhenaten’s physical 
characteristics do not seem to fit with the idealized 
god-king of the Two Lands. 

To understand Akhenaten’s portrayal in sculp¬ 
ture and painting it is important to remember that 
Egyptian art was not portrait art, and ancient artists 
did not attempt to produce photographic likenesses 
of their subjects. 40 In retrospect, early travellers and 
Egyptologists were naive for thinking him to be a 
woman, based on his physical traits. Some have even 
suggested that he was homosexual, 41 which suppos¬ 
edly explains his effeminate appearance and choice 
of clothing. However, the apparent portrayal of the 
king’s imagined or real sexual preferences explains 
nothing about Akhenaten’s possible physical abnor¬ 
malities. 

The medical hypothesis 

To explain his appearance many Egyptologists and 
art historians generally rely on one of two hypoth¬ 
eses: a medical condition and artistic representation. 
The first of these is centred around a medical condi¬ 
tion called Frohlich’s Syndrome, 42 which is a disorder 
of the endocrine system that results from the mal¬ 
functioning of the pituitary gland. Males who suffer 


from this disorder often exhibit physical abnormalities 
similar to those that are shown in artistic representa¬ 
tions of Akhenaten. In male patients with Frohlich’s 
Syndrome, the genitalia fail to develop at puberty. 
Fat distribution typical of young females occurs in 
young males, causing them to develop enlarged 
breasts, thighs, buttocks, and abdomens. In addi¬ 
tion, fat deposits in the pubic area can in some cases 
engulf the penis and testicles, hiding them from view. 
Frohlich’s Syndrome may also cause the skull to swell, 
a condition called hydrocephalism, as well as exces¬ 
sive growth of the jaw, a shrill or high-pitched voice, 
and the absence of body hair. Given this description, 
Frohlich’s Syndrome seems to provide an explanation 
for Akhenaten’s physical appearance. 43 

But there are a number of problems with this med¬ 
ical hypothesis. First, males who suffer front this con¬ 
dition are sterile, leaving no way to account for the 
king’s children, including the six daughters he had 
with Nefertiti. Arguing that he was not their father 
is not very convincing because it does not take into 
account the scenes of intimacy that show the king 
playing with his daughters. If someone else fathered 
them we would expect the king to have less inter¬ 
est in them. Secondly, Egyptologists critical of this 
interpretation maintain that even though Akhenaten’s 
representations may appear to show the symptoms 
of Frohlich’s Syndrome, a medical doctor cannot 
make a physical examination of a statue or paint¬ 
ing, and unless the mummy of the king is found this 
explanation is questionable. Interestingly, a number 
of Egyptologists maintain that the king’s mummy has 
been found in the Valley of the Kings. 

Tomb KV 55 

If King Tutankhamun’s tomb is the most famous in 
the annals of Egyptology, then the tomb designated 
KV 55 (Kings’ Valley 55) is surely the most contro¬ 
versial. Over the years a number of Egyptologists 
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have maintained that it contained the mummified 
remains of Akhenaten. The tomb was excavated in 
1907 by an amateur, Theodore Davis, 44 who was not 
a trained archaeologist and knew little about proper 
excavation procedures. Despite his lack of experience 
he was given a concession to excavate, somewhat 
unsuccessfully, the same piece of ground that a few 
years later would reveal the tomb of Tutanlchamun. 
Edward Ayrton and Arthur Weigall, both profession¬ 
al archaeologists, accompanied Davis. Tomb ICV 55 
presented the excavators with some very challenging 
technical problems, and Davis and his team managed 
to produce one of the worst excavation reports on 
record, criticized repeatedly for being sloppy and 
unprofessional. The excavators thought the remains 
they had discovered were those of an older person. 
Davis was convinced that he had found the remains 
of Queen Tiye (and titled his official account of the 
excavation The Tomb of Queen Ttyi), but Weigall 
thought they must be those of Akhenaten. Since the 
two excavators could not agree on the identity of 
the tomb’s occupant, they called on a professor of 
anatomy, Grafton Elliot Smith, to settle the question 
of whether the skeletal remains were those of a man 
or a woman. To everyone’s surprise Smith identi¬ 
fied the remains as those of a young man in his early 
twenties. He also concluded they were the remains 
of none other than Akhenaten. 45 This conclusion 
seemed impossible since the “heretic king” was sup¬ 
posed to have lived into his late 40s or early 50s. 
In 1931, Max Engelbach, who concluded that they 
belonged to Smenkhkare, husband of Akhenaten’s 
oldest daughter, Meritaten, conducted a new study 
of the skeletal remains. Subsequent examinations by 
another anatomist, D. E. Derry, tended to support 
Engelbach’s conclusions. The debate is still going 
on today, a century after the discovery of Tomb 55, 
but the most widely held view is that the remains are 
those of Smenkhkare. In the near future scientists 
may be able to resolve the problem by using new 
DNA identification techniques. For the time being 


the location of the mummy of Akhenaten is still 
unknown, and the question of whether he suffered 
from Frohlich’s Syndrome remains unanswered. 

The artistic interpretation 

Critics of the medical solution maintain that the 
bizarre and exaggerated artistic renderings of the king 
appeared early in his reign, and after a few years gave 
way to more conventional methods of representing 
the human form that were nearer to those tradition¬ 
ally used in Egyptian art. 46 Proponents of the artis¬ 
tic interpretation maintain that Akhenaten’s strange 
appearance reflects the artistic style used by the sculp¬ 
tors and painters of the time, and was never meant to be 
interpreted as an anatomically correct rendering of the 
king’s physical features. 47 If his appearance reflects an 
artistic style it would explain why members of his fam¬ 
ily and a number ofhis courtiers had strangely shaped 
bodies like the king, since it would be impossible to 
imagine that the entire royal family had Frohlich’s 
Syndrome. This so-called “expressionist style” used 
to represent the king was simply copied by everyone 
else who was close to the Icing at court. Throughout 
history there are instances of nobles and commoners 
who emulated the dress and hairstyles of their king in 
order to win favour with the royal house, or just to 
be in fashion. If the artistic interpretation is correct, 
then the problems some scholars have associated with 
Akhenaten’s unconventional appearance seem much 
less problematic. 

To perhaps better understand the impact artistic 
styles can have we need only to imagine archaeologists 
several millennia in the future discovering a number 
of paintings by one of the well-known modern artists 
such as Pablo Picasso. Anyone who is familiar with 
Picasso’s work knows that the famous Spanish artist 
often did not draw or paint people as they actually 
appear in life. Various parts of the anatomy are stuck 
in the wrong places, heads are misshapen, and eyes 


and noses appear where normally we would expect 
arms and legs. Think of the fantastic theories schol¬ 
ars of the future would invent if they tried to rely 
on these works of art as true representations of how 
20th-century people actually appeared! 

If the king looked odd then his strange appearance 
may have been an asset in his attempts at religious 
reform. Jean Yoyotte has argued that since Akhen¬ 
aten was rendered “in the likeness of the Aten”, by 
showing both male and female characteristics, he may 
have been representing himself as both the mother 
and father of creation. 48 In some instances ancient 
peoples believed that hermaphrodites (having both 
male and female sexual organs) were fertility symbols, 
and accorded them special status in society. It is pos¬ 
sible that Akhenaten’s physique was considered to 
be an indication ofhis unique religious character and 
actually worked in his favour towards promoting the 
religion of Atenism. 


The legacy of Akhenaten 

Ideas and opinions about the “heretic king” have 
changed substantially since evidence of his reign first 
came to light over a century ago. It is now known 
that Akhenaten was no more a pacifist than he was 
a eunuch. His supposed effort to unify his empire 
under a single solar deity is no longer taken seri¬ 
ously, and his political and social innovations have 
been denied. Despite this, he is recognized as the 
first, albeit short-lived, monotheist by many Egyp¬ 
tologists and historians of religion. It appears that 
Akhenaten was a patron of the arts, and perhaps he 
was a poet or skilled in painting or sculpture. In the 
realm of foreign affairs Akhenaten appears to have 
been a “bungler” whose failure to understand the 
complex political situation of his time was matched 
by his inability to act decisively. If his art is any indi¬ 
cation of what he looked like and was the standard 
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of excellence his courtiers tried to emulate, then the 
impression we are left with is that Akhenaten and 
his courtiers had abandoned the physically active 
life for one of sloth and inactivity. In painting after 
painting we see men and women with bloated bel¬ 
lies slouching on cushions and pillows looking like 
18th Dynasty “couch potatoes”. 49 In religion he was 
certainly an innovator and reformer. Yet, many of 
his ideas about monotheism and the uniqueness of 
his belief in a single deity died with him. As original 
as he was, he was unable (or unwilling) to establish 
a network of disciples who would carry on his teach¬ 
ings when he was gone. Religious teachers like 
Jesus and Buddha spent years walking the length 
and breadth of their respective lands, teaching and 
preaching their ideas and beliefs to their followers. 
But Alchenaten never engaged in such activities, and 
as a result never developed a popular following for 
his ideas. The concept of monotheism, so highly 
prized in the later religious traditions of the West, 
died with Alchenaten and had to be reinvented cen¬ 
turies later. Ultimately, his contribution to religion 
was only a brief momentary flash that was buried 
with him at his capital Alchetaten, “the horizon of 
the Aten”. 


THE RE-ESTABLISHMENT OF THE OLD ORDER 

After the momentous reign of Akhenaten the land of 
Egypt was politically weaker, the empire was smaller, 
and the temples of many of Egypt’s most powerful 
cults were abandoned and in shambles. 50 At Alchen- 
aten’s death Smenlchlcare took the throne, but only 
for about two years. 51 With both Akhenaten and 
Smenlchlcare dead, there was no adult male to assume 
the throne of the Two Lands. The heir to the throne, 
Tutankhaten, was only 10 years old at the time of his 
accession at Amarna but he was king in name only. It 
seems that he had no living relatives left; his mother 
Kiya, his stepmother, Nefertiti, and his elder step¬ 


sisters were all deceased. The real power behind the 
throne was in the hands of older and more expe¬ 
rienced members of the ruling elite, particularly a 
senior civil servant called Aya. 52 He was assisted by 
another highly placed official and family member, 
Horemheb, meaning “Horus is in jubilation”, who 
was a skilled general and competent administrator. 
Horemheb was married to the sister of Nefertiti, 
Mutmodjmet, 53 and thus related to the royal family. 
His close ties with royalty allowed him to move with 
ease in the small circle of powerful people who ran 
the country. Aya, and later Horemheb, were practi¬ 
cal rulers who put the country under the control of 
the army, reinstated power to the priests of Amun- 
Re, and took steps to return the country to its pre- 
Atenist power and stability. 

At about the age of 9 Tutankhamun was married 
to a woman four or five years older than himself, 
named Ankhesen-pa-aten, who already had a child by 
her own father, Akhenaten. As soon as Tutankhamun 
was installed on the throne the royal house and all 
of Egypt changed back to the old religious tradi¬ 
tions of the pre-Amarna period. At the same time 
Tutankhaten, meaning “living image of the Aten”, 
dropped the theophore (divine element) “Aten” in 
his name and replaced it with the traditional Amun, 
becoming Tutankhamun, “living image of Amun”, 
the name by which he is known to the modern 
world. His wife, no doubt like many other people at 
court, did the same and changed her name to Anklie- 
senamun. 

Tutankhamun left the city of Alchetaten and 
moved the capital of Egypt back to Memphis. While 
the young king officially wore the crowns of Upper 
and Lower Egypt, Aya and the priests of Amun 
re-opened the temples and shrines of Amun-Re 
and the many other gods whose worship had been 
abolished during Akhenaten’s 18-year reign. Under 
the influence of his older advisors, Tutankhamun 
issued decrees that restored the rights of the old 
ruling elite and the priests of numerous temples 


that had stood unused for years. He also formally 
acknowledged the errors of his predecessor. 54 The 
restoration was recorded on several great stelae; they 
recount how the old religion once again became the 
official religion of the state and its people. Through¬ 
out his reign a number of building projects were 
undertaken to restore or rebuild the temples at 
Thebes, which had been neglected during the reign 
of Akhenaten. Towards the end of Akhenaten’s reign 
senior members of his court had probably realized 
that things could not continue as they were, and had 
made plans for a return to more traditional ways of 
the past. 

The discovery of Tutankhamun's tomb 

The discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun 55 is one 
of the greatest stories in archaeology. Not only did the 
tomb contain gleaming golden coffins and fabulous 
works of art of unsurpassed beauty, but behind the 
discovery lies one of the most fascinating, yet frustrat¬ 
ing, stories in all of Egyptology. The discovery was 
so big, so spectacular, that it could not be separated 
front the political events that were unfolding in Egypt 
at the same time. 

Since the completion of the Suez Canal in 1869, 
the British had a keen interest in Egypt, which served 
as a vital link to Britain’s main colony, India, and 
other possessions in the Far East. In 1882 the Brit¬ 
ish took military control of Egypt and the ancient 
Land of the Pharaohs became a British colony in 
all but name. By the beginning of the 20th century 
there was a growing nationalist movement among 
the Egyptians, who wanted to see an end to British 
dominance. In the late 19th and early 20th centu¬ 
ries, just about anyone with sufficient money and 
a few contacts inside the Service des Antiquites, 
the French-dominated antiquities department, 
could obtain the right to excavate in Egypt. One 
such person was George Herbert, the Fifth Earl of 
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Carnarvon, a wealthy Englishman who grew up at 
Highclere, his family’s beautiful estate in central 
England. The young Lord Carnarvon was apparendy 
witty and charming, but had no real goals in life. He 
flunked out of various schools, including the prestig¬ 
ious Eton, and abandoned his studies at Trinity Col¬ 
lege, Cambridge after two years. His only interests 
were travel and sports. But after a serious automobile 
accident in which he suffered broken bones, burns, 
and a concussion, and which left him partially handi¬ 
capped, his life changed; he wanted to accomplish 
something important in life. Following the advice 
of his doctor, he began to spend time in the dry cli¬ 
mate of Egypt, and it was there that he developed an 
interest in Egyptology. Although he knew nothing 
about archaeology, in 1906 he obtained permission 
to excavate a site near the Valley of the Kings. By the 
end of his digging season he had come to the realiza¬ 
tion that he would need to employ an experienced 
archaeologist for the long term if he was going to 
accomplish anything worthwhile in his new-found 
career as a “digger”. Carnarvon was a treasure hunt¬ 
er, uninterested in academic archaeology, and he had 
little patience with recording stratigraphy or pottery 
types. 

Howard Carter was the complete opposite. Carter 
was a dour and temperamental man who made few 
friends during his life. His origins were humble. Like 
many people of the poorer classes in Victorian Eng¬ 
land, he had no formal education. His father was a 
draughtsman and portrait painter and taught his son 
his craft. In 1890, quite by chance, the well-known 
Egyptologist Percy Newberry was looking for an 
experienced draughtsman to copy some Egyptian 
objects housed in the British Museum. Carter got the 
job. After working for three months in the museum, 
Carter was promoted and became a junior member 
of the prestigious Egypt Exploration Fund, 56 the 
premier Egyptological research organization in Brit¬ 
ain. That same year he accompanied the legendary 
Sir William Flinders Petrie to Egypt. From 1890 to 


1898 Howard Carter worked with some of the most 
respected Egyptologists of his day, and received a 
solid grounding in Egyptology through his years of 
on-the-job training. In 1903 his services were ter¬ 
minated, and for the next four years Carter lived by 
selling his watercolours to tourists and conducting 
tours to the Valley of the Kings. 

In 1906 he met and joined forces with Lord Car¬ 
narvon. For the next few years Carter and Carnarvon 
excavated a few sites on the west bank of the Nile 
River, as well as at Luxor and Karnak, but they found 
little of interest. They wanted to excavate in the Val¬ 
ley of the Kings, where Carter believed the tomb of 
Tutankhamun lay undisturbed, but the excavation 
concession for the Valley of the Kangs belonged to 
Theodore Davis. Like many excavators and treasure 
seekers before him, Davis (see Ch. 14) was a dilet¬ 
tante who dreamed of finding an undisturbed tomb 
of a pharaoh. After years of work Davis had found 
the tombs of the pharaohs Thutmosis IV, Hatshep- 
sut, and Horemheb, all of which had been robbed in 
ancient times and contained no treasure. Davis had 
also found some objects that he thought were of lit¬ 
tle importance, but which turned out to be remnants 
of the burial ceremony of Tutankhamun left in a pit 
not far from where his lost tomb would one day be 
rediscovered. Davis believed that the pit containing 
the burial goods was the tomb of Tutankhamun, while 
Carter reasoned that the real tomb entrance was near 
the tomb of a later pharaoh, Ramesses VI. In the end 
Carter would be proved right. Having searched the 
area for years, in 1914 Davis gave up his concession, 
convinced that there was nothing of value left to find 
there. At last, Carter and Carnarvon had permission 
to excavate in the Valley of the Kings, but before they 
could begin working World War I broke out. 

During the war years Carter worked as an 
intelligence officer for the British and all excavation 
work was suspended for next three years. Carter 
and Carnarvon eventually started their first season 
of excavation in 1917. They decided to dig every¬ 


thing to bedrock in a triangular area formed by the 
tombs of Ramesses II, Ramesses VI, and Merneptah. 
After five seasons of costly work they had still found 
nothing, and by 1921 Carnarvon wanted to end 
the project, but Carter convinced him to fund one 
more season. In their final attempt Carter decided to 
excavate the remains of some huts used by workers 
during the construction of the tomb of Ramesses 
VI, a pharaoh who ruled about two centuries after 
Tutankhamun. As it turned out, the workers’ huts 
were built right on top of the entrance stairway to 
Tutankhamun’s tomb. 

Work progressed steadily and then, on 4 Novem¬ 
ber 1922, Carter’s workers discovered a step, the 
first of 16, that formed a stairway leading down 
into the earth. The stairway was about 6m long 
and blocked by a door bearing mud plaster stamped 
with seals containing cartouches inscribed with 
“Nebldieperure”, the throne name of Tutankhamun, 
one of several special names given to Egyptian kings. 
Evidence indicated that the tomb had been robbed 
in ancient times, and that the passageway had then 
been re-filled with rubble and resealed. Beyond was 
a passage another 10m long by about 2m wide. It 
was sealed at the far end by another mud-plaster 
wall. When the blockage was removed Carter and 
Carnarvon realized that they had discovered an intact 
tomb of the little-known pharaoh Tutankhamun. 
The tomb contained four chambers filled to the ceil¬ 
ings with precious objects of stunning beauty. There 
were four disassembled chariots, chests, beds, couch¬ 
es of ivory and ebony, chairs of bronze and gold, 
and a host of other belongings. The burial cham¬ 
ber contained a catafalque (a canopy used in funer¬ 
ary ceremonies) consisting of four gilded wooden 
shrines overlaid with gold enclosing a red quartzite 
sarcophagus. Inside the sarcophagus there were three 
coffins of diminishing sizes, one inside the other. 
The innermost coffin was made of solid gold, the 
outer two of gilded wood inlaid with semi-precious 
stones and coloured glass. Inside the smallest coffin 
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was the king’s poorly preserved mummy. To Carter 
and Carnarvon his state of preservation was of lit¬ 
tle importance. What mattered was the parade of 
new and beautiful objects that attracted dignitaries, 
tourists and curiosity seekers by the thousands to the 
Valley of the Kings. Newspapers around the world 
ran front-page stories nearly every day about each 
new find. “King Tut” was the biggest, most exciting 
media event since the end of the war. 

But behind the scenes things were in turmoil right 
front the start. Egypt was changing; there was grow¬ 
ing resentment against the British, who no longer 
had the power and prestige they once enjoyed. For¬ 
eign excavators had previously divided their finds 
with the Egyptian antiquities department. Only the 
contents of intact tombs had to stay in Egypt. Most 
other finds were divided evenly, with half going to the 
excavators and their private collections or sponsoring 
museums, and the other half going to the Egyptians. 
But to a growing number of Egyptians this was no 
longer acceptable; they wanted all objects to remain 
in Egypt. To make matters worse, Carnarvon had 
sold The Times newspaper in London exclusive rights 
to all news stories and photographs. The rest of the 
world’s papers had no rights to enter the tomb, and 
had to purchase their stories from The Times. Egyp¬ 
tian newspapers were particularly angry because they 
had to buy stories and photographs about events in 
their own country from a British newspaper. They 
asked why foreigners should be allowed to mine 
Egypt’s treasures and ran stories about secret plans 
to steal the king’s mummy and take it to England. 
At one point riots broke out in Cairo, and the police 
and the army had to be called in to restore peace. 
Carter was stubborn and unsympathetic to Egyptian 
demands, and insisted on keeping things the way they 
had always been. 

Halfway through the first season. Lord Carnarvon 
became ill from an infected mosquito bite and died 
in Cairo. This was a blow to Carter who was already 
having great difficulty dealing with the publicity and 


the hundreds of tourists who flocked to the site each 
week. Meanwhile, newspapers around the world were 
filled with stories of a “curse”; according to them 
the ghost of Tutankhamun had taken revenge on 
Carnarvon for violating his tomb. This false story was 
probably started by journalists who had been denied 
access to the tomb, and it mattered little to the news¬ 
papers that there were no inscribed curses to be found 
anywhere inside the tomb. For Carter, the real curse 
was all the attention he was receiving. If this was not 
enough, things were not going well between Carter 
and the antiquities authorities in Egypt. When they 
asked for a bigger role in the project, Carter refused 
to even discuss it. Bowing to popular pressure the 
Egyptian government insisted that all objects must 
remain in Egypt. Carter was furious and went on 
strike. He pulled his staff out of the tomb, locked 
the iron doors at the entrance, and refused to do any 
more work until the government backed down. Much 
to his surprise, the Egyptian government moved in 
with its own guards, changed the locks on the doors, 
and locked Carter out. In 1924 Carter went on a 
very successful lecture tour of the United States and 
Canada, where he thrilled his audiences with illus¬ 
trated lectures of his discovery. 

A year later Carter was finally allowed back in the 
tomb, but only after he agreed in writing to finish 
recording and removing the thousands of objects, 
and to give up all claims on them. It took Carter until 
1932 to empty the tomb of its contents. He and his 
team spent nearly a decade clearing and cataloguing 
everything in the tomb. After excavating the tomb 
of Tutankhamun, Carter did not engage in further 
archaeological fieldwork. His time in the Valley of the 
Kings left him drained, and he returned to London 
where he lived out his final years as an art dealer. He 
died in 1939. The discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb 
changed how archaeological research was carried out 
in Egypt, and contributed to the formation of inter¬ 
national laws that protected each nation’s cultural 
heritage. Despite the wealth of objects discovered, 


Carter never published a scientific study of the objects, 
and many of them remain unknown and unstudied to 
this day. But even after the discovery of rooms full of 
treasure, not much is really known about the young 
king. Scholars cannot reconstruct much of his story 
except that he was surrounded with beautiful things 
and died young. Forensic examination of his skeletal 
remains puts his age at death at about 17 or 18 years, 
meaning he probably died during the tenth year of his 
reign. There is no positive evidence from his mummy 
as to the cause of his death. 

Many archaeologists believed that after Tutankha¬ 
mun’s tomb there was nothing more of great impor¬ 
tance to be found in the Valley of the Kings, but in 
the 1990s American Egyptologist Kent Weeks 57 dis¬ 
covered a whole series of tombs belonging to the sons 
of Ramesses II, just across the road from the tomb of 
Tutankhamun. It seems there are still wonders to be 
found in the Valley of the Kings. 

In search of a husband 

Tutankhamun was married to one of Akhenaten’s 
daughters, Ankhesenamun (formerly Ankhesen-pa- 
aten), at an early age and the young couple hoped 
they would have many healthy male heirs to continue 
their family line. The young king appeared to have a 
long life ahead of him, but as he reached the end of 
his teens he still had not produced a son to wear 
the red and white crowns of Upper and Lower Egypt. 
Then, at about age 20, Tutankhamun died and An¬ 
khesenamun 58 was left alone to fend for herself. 
Ankhesenamun was a strong-willed woman 59 who 
wanted to continue ruling Egypt with a new husband. 
But since there were no more Egyptian men of royal 
blood left to marry, she faced the possibility of being 
deposed as queen. The fact that she was a daughter 
of the now-hated Akhenaten and a member of a royal 
family that had fallen into disrepute, did not help her 
as she searched for a solution to her problem. To 
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avoid losing the throne, Ankhesenamun 60 resorted 
to a clever but dangerous strategy: she sent messen¬ 
gers with a letter to the Hittite king, Suppiluliuma, 
asking to marry one of his sons. 61 By marrying a Hit¬ 
tite prince, Ankhesenamun could bring new, albeit 
foreign, royal blood to the throne of Egypt while 
solidifying her own position as queen. Such a marriage 
would assure that she and her children continued to 
rule Egypt, while strengthening relations between the 
two countries. An Egyptian-Hittite marriage would 
have created the most powerful military and politi¬ 


cal alliance in the Near East, and would have helped 
Egypt to maintain its conquered territories in south¬ 
ern Syria and Palestine. 

In her letter, Ankhesenamun explained that her 
husband was dead, she had no sons, and did not 
want to marry a commoner. She also mentioned that 
she was afraid, no doubt indicating that her situation 
was precarious, and her life may have even been in 
danger. When the king of the Hittites received the 
queen’s letter he was sceptical about the sincerity 
of the request. 62 Before sending one of his sons, the 


king sent ambassadors to verify the story. When the 
offer proved to be genuine, the king agreed to send 
one of his sons to Egypt to marry the royal widow. 
While Ankhesenamun waited for the Hittite king to 
make up his mind, events were unfolding quickly 
in the Two Lands. Aya, by now a man advanced in 
years, took the throne for himself, and, according to 
Egyptian religious custom, buried Tutankhamun in 
a hastily completed tomb in the Valley of the Kings. 
After a long and successful political career, Aya had 
no intention of giving up the throne to a foreigner. 



Gold death mask ofTutankhamun.Gold and inlaid blue glass. 
On the forehead are perched the vulture Nekbet and cobra 
Wadjit, fashioned of gold and inlaid with blue faience, glass, 
camelian,and lapis lazuli. (Egyptian Museum,Cairo.) 



Painting on limestone from a tomb in western Thebes 
showing a group of female musicians, 18th Dynasty. 
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When he found out that a Hittite prince was on his 
way to Egypt to marry Ankhesenamun, he had the 
young man, named Zannanza, executed. 63 Ankhe- 
senamun’s actions were no doubt considered trea¬ 
sonous 64 by the Egyptian ruling elite. After her failed 
attempt to find a new king she either disappeared 
or, as some scholars have suggested, was forced by 
Aya to marry him, possibly against her wishes since 
he was her grandfather. If this marriage ever took 
place, it would have increased Aya’s power and status 
within the royal family, and Ankhesenamun would 
have stayed on as queen. It is unclear why Aya mur¬ 
dered the Hittite prince; he could have simply sent 
the young man back home instead of killing him, and 
avoided incurring the anger of the Hittite nation. 
Instead, the Hittite Icing was outraged by the mur¬ 
der of his son, and in revenge immediately attacked 
Egypt’s remaining possessions in Syria. In the bat¬ 
tles that followed he caused much damage and took 
many Egyptian prisoners back to his capital city. A 
short time later, old Aya died after ruling Egypt for 
only four years. Because of his involvement in the 
murder of the Hittite prince, it would be 75 years 
before stable relations would be established between 
the Hittites and the Egyptians. 

The end of the 18th Dynasty 

Horemheb was a commoner who was a talented 
career officer in the Egyptian army, and served with 
distinction for many years. During the rule of Tut- 
ankhamun he was appointed King’s Deputy, malting 
him the second most powerful man in the kingdom. 
Horemheb was probably in his mid-40s when Aya 


died. After Horemheb buried Aya in the Valley of the 
Kings, he declared himself king of Egypt and once 
again the Two Lands had a strong military man to 
run the country. His marriage to Nefertiti’s sister 
provided him with the necessary link to the royal 
family, and he faced no opposition when the crowns 
of Upper and Lower Egypt were placed on his head. 
Horemheb ruled for the next 27 years (1319-1292 
bc) and managed to continue the restoration of the 
land. Even though Akhenaten was dead and his 
religion in decline, a number of his temples remained 
open to a diminishing number of worshippers. It was 
Horemheb who finally shut them down and put an 
end once and for all to the cult of the Aten. A few 
years into his reign Horemheb undertook a number 
of major building projects, including the enlargement 
and embellishment of the great Temple of Amun 
at Karnak. He was also responsible for the destruc¬ 
tion of the hated temple of the Aten, located close 
by. Horemheb dismantled the temple, built during 
the early years of the reign of Akhenaten, and used 
the stones as building material for his own construc¬ 
tion projects. Part of Alchenaten’s principal temple at 
Akhetaten ended up forming the foundation layer for 
one of Ramesses II’s temples 27 years later. It was also 
at that time that the systematic destruction of Althen- 
aten’s old capital, Akhetaten, was undertaken, along 
with the progressive erasure, especially under Seti I, 
of his name from all monuments and inscriptions. The 
destruction at Alchenaten’s city was so complete that 
all monuments and shrines were levelled, and not a 
single stone wall was left standing. To ensure that the 
“heretic” king’s reign would be forgotten, Horemheb 
dated all of his own monuments from the death of 
Amenhotep III, Alchenaten’s father. By skipping the 


reigns of Akhenaten, Smenkhlcare, Tutankhamun, and 
even Aya, Horemheb eliminated more than 30 years 
of Egyptian history, and ensured that the memory 
of those kings who had been touched by Atenism 
would be forgotten. Through his rewriting of the 
history of this period, later generations would know 
nothing about the religion of the Aten disc, and the 
effects it had on the Two Lands. Horemheb’s revision, 
along with those of Seti I and Ramesses II, who were 
also involved in revising the events of the Amarna 
period, proved effective since the kings of the Amarna 
period remained unknown for over 3000 years, until 
they were rediscovered in the 19th century ad. Even 
though Horemheb ruled Egypt with a steady hand 
and practical policies for nearly three decades, like 
many Egyptian kings before him he failed to leave 
an heir to the throne. Since he had no sons, during 
his years as pharaoh Horemheb nurtured and trained 
one of his aides, a man named Pramesse, to take the 
throne when he died. Horemheb chose Pramesse 
(later his name was altered to Ramesses) because he 
was a trusted leader, and because he had a strong, 
healthy son who was a commander in the chariot 
corps. In this man, the ageing Horemheb saw not 
only a competent potential leader, but also a family 
and the beginnings of a dynasty. 

Horemheb was the last king of Egypt’s most 
successful, and certainly most interesting dynasty. 
Spanning 250 years, from the wars against the Hyksos 
to the empire of Thutmosis III, from Hatshepsut to 
the religious upheaval of Akhenaten, the 18 th Dynas¬ 
ty produced some of Egypt’s greatest achievements 
in art, architecture, and politics, and it undoubted¬ 
ly produced its most stimulating and controversial 
characters. 



15 The 19 th 
Dynasty and the 
Ramesside kings 


During his reign Horemheb, the last king of the 18th 
Dynasty (see Ch. 14), prepared for himself a large and 
sumptuous tomb in the Valley of the Kings. The man 
who oversaw these preparations and served as the 
chief official at this burial was Pramesse, the king’s 
faithful deputy. When Pramesse took the throne, he 
changed his name to Ramesses, meaning “Re has 
fashioned him”, a name that would be used by a 
total of 11 kings during the 19th and 20th Dynas¬ 
ties, which spanned nearly two centuries. 1 Although 
Ramesses I founded a new dynasty, he ruled for only 
about 18 months before he died. He was succeeded 
by his son Seti I, meaning “Man of Seth”, who, like 
his father, had served in the military and was deter¬ 
mined to regain Egypt’s lost possessions in Syria and 
Palestine. His achievements included building one 
of the most beautiful temples in all of ancient Egypt, 
dedicated to the god Osiris and all the principal gods 
of Egypt. Built at the town of Abydos, 2 this unique 
structure had seven chapels dedicated to the major 
Egyptian gods: Osiris, Isis, Horus, Amun, Ptah, Re- 
Haralchty, and the deified king himself. In his military 
campaigns, Seti I managed to move across what is 
now Lebanon and retake Damascus. Eventually, he 
managed to take much of the coast of Syria-Palestine, 
including the rich coastal cities of Tyre, Sidon, and 
Byblos, all previously Egyptian colonies or vassals. 
Such activities brought Seti I into conflict with Egypt’s 
old adversaries, the Hittites. During his reign Seti I 
even managed to retake the city of Qadesh, which 
had traditionally been Egyptian, but had been lost 


during the reign of Akhenaten. 3 To commemorate his 
victory, the Egyptian king erected a stele proclaiming 
his victory inside the city. However, the victory was 
short-lived and the Hittites soon drove the Egyptians 
out of the area under their own vigorous and talented 
king, Muwattallis, who was not willing to see further 
Egyptian incursions into his territories. 

Ramesses II 

During his reign, Seti I formally proclaimed his son, 
the younger Ramesses, crown prince and future heir 
to the throne. A few years later, the second Egyptian 
king to bear the name of Ramesses 4 became co-regent 
with his father, and under his guidance learned the 
arts of warfare and statesmanship. 5 After 11 years of 
rule, Seti I died and his son, by now a seasoned and 
experienced ruler, became the sole occupant of the 
throne of Egypt. Ramesses II ruled for a total of 67 
years (1279-1213 bc ), 6 and left a legacy of military 
conquest and great building projects. 


Chronology of the 19th Dynasty (1292-1186 bc) (all dates bc) 


Ramesses 1 

1292-1290 

Seti 1 

1290-1279 

Ramesses II 

1279-1213 

Merneptah 

1213-1204 

Seti II 

1204-1194 

Amenmesse 

1194-1194 (less than one year) 

Si ptah 

1194-1188 

Twosret 

1188-1186 



THE 1 9TH DYNASTY AND THE RAMESSIDE KINGS 1 95 


The Egyptian army 

By the 19th Dynasty, the Egyptian army was a highly 
organized and well-trained fighting force. 7 Previ¬ 
ously, the army had been made up mostly of native 
Egyptians. But with the capture of many prisoners 
of war taken in Egypt’s frequent campaigns beyond 
its own borders, an increasing number of foreigners 
were forced to fight for the pharaoh and the Two 



Lands. Some of the contingents in the army were 
hired soldiers, or mercenaries, who would fight for 
whichever army would pay them the most. These 
new elements increased the ranks of the pharaoh’s 
troops, but their loyalty to Egypt was sometimes 
doubtful. Egyptian fighting forces were made up 
mostly of infantrymen: foot soldiers who were armed 
with swords, spears, shields, and bows and arrows. 
Spears were not thrown but were used as hand¬ 


held thrusting weapons. Swords were used for cut¬ 
ting and thrusting, along with battle-axes for close 
hand-to-hand combat, which occurred when two 
armies crashed together on the battlefield. Archers 
used both the simple bow and the compound bow, 
and their airborne missiles could rain down a hail of 
death on their enemies at distances of 160-175m. 8 
Foot soldiers carried the brunt of attack responsibil¬ 
ity and were supported by a highly trained and skilful 
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chariotry. 9 It is difficult to say how many chariots the 
Egyptians actually possessed, but they probably had 
no more than 500-1000 chariots at their disposal 
during the reign of Ramesses II. 10 

Ramesses II and the Hittite wars 

Early in his reign one of Ramesses’ priorities was 
the reconquest of Syria-Palestine. Elis first attempt 



The colossal statue of Ramesses II as"Re of the Rulers'!from the 
first court of the temple at Luxor. 


in the fourth year of his reign had ended in failure, 
with the Egyptian forces being driven out. A year 
later Ramesses II was ready to undertake a second 
major campaign for the reconquest of Egypt’s lost 
possessions in Syria. 11 To accomplish this he would 
have to reconquer the important city of Qadesh. 12 In 
the spring of 1274 bc, the Egyptian army, composed 
of Egyptian and foreign contingents, left from the 
northern capital of Pi-Ramesses in the eastern Nile 
Delta. With the king riding at the head of his army 


in his chariot, the army moved quickly through Gaza 
and Palestine and on towards die Bekah Valley region, 
known as Amurru, and the targeted city of Qadesh. 
The battle of Qadesh is one of the most famous 
military clashes in Near Eastern history. It is special 
because the whole battle was recorded in great detail, 
in lengthy literary and visual compositions, which are 
sometimes exaggerated, on the walls of the Temple of 
Amun-Re at Karnak and the Ramesseum, Ramesses 
II’s own cultic temple on the west bank of the Nile 
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River in western Thebes. Events are presented as a 
great Egyptian victory, when in fact the Egyptians 
suffered heavy losses and, as soon as the Egyptian 
forces left the region, the area once again returned 
to Hittite control. Despite Egyptian claims of victory, 
the battle of Qadesh left the Hittites in control of the 
region around Damascus, which had formerly been 
the border between the two powers. 13 

The pharaoh’s army was divided into four divisions, 
each one named after an important Egyptian god, and 
in total perhaps numbered 15 000-20000 foot soldiers. 
The king led the Amun division, accompanied by his 
own personal bodyguard, and a number of members 
of the royal family. The Amun division was followed 
by the Re, Ptali, and Seth divisions, which were several 
hours’ march behind. As Ramesses II proceeded into 
the Belcah Valley another Egyptian army, the Ne’arin, 
marched up the coast of Palestine about 30-40km 
away, covering the main army’s left flank. As the main 
army passed through the Labwi forest, a few hours’ 
march south of Qadesh, two wandering herdsmen were 
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Ramesses II leads the Amun division of his army followed by the 
Re, Ptah, and Seth divisions. 


captured by Egyptian scouts. The two men claimed to 
be deserters from the Hittite army who wanted to fight 
on the side of the Egyptians. 

They were brought to Ramesses II for question¬ 
ing and revealed that Muwattallis, the Hittite king, 
and his army were nowhere near Qadesh. Muwat¬ 
tallis, they explained, was afraid to fight the mighty 
Egyptians and had taken his army 200km north to 
Aleppo. Ramesses II was overjoyed by the flattering 
news that Muwattallis was afraid to do battle with him, 
and it appeared that victory was easily within his reach. 
Believing that the gods were on his side, he hurried 
ahead of the main force of his army. With only his 
household guard and immediate staff, Ramesses II 
crossed the Orontes (Arantu) River and set up camp 
about 3 km from the towering walls of the great city of 
Qadesh. Once the camp was set up and preparations 
were underway for what Ramesses II and his general 
staff thought would be an easy victory, another pair of 
Hittite spies, who by stealth had infiltrated the Egyp¬ 
tian ranks, were captured. After being beaten, they 



The Re division is scattered by Hittite chariot forces. 


confessed that they were indeed spies for the Hittite 
king, who they explained was not at Aleppo, but only 
across the Orontes River just outside Qadesh where he 
had hidden his vast armies in a nearby forest. The news 
of Muwattallis’s whereabouts was a shock to Ramesses 
II. How naive he had been. He admonished his intel¬ 
ligence agents for their sloppy work and prepared to 
make the best of what appeared at the time to be a 
precarious situation. 

Ramesses II immediately sprang into action. It 
was imperative that he contact the rest of his army, 
so he sent scouts to inform the Ptah division, which 
was just coming out of the Labwi forest, of his situ¬ 
ation. Then he arranged for the royal family to be 
hastily ushered out of camp and away from immedi¬ 
ate danger. These measures were barely completed 
when rows and rows of Hittite chariots charged 
across the river and smashed through the right flank 
of the Re division, which was hurrying to reach the 
king. The charge took the foot soldiers by surprise 
and they were cut to pieces as their ranks broke up 



Hittite chariots sweep towards the camp of Ramesses II. He 
rallies the Amun division and counterattacks.The Re division is 
scattered, but attempts to regroup. 
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and were chased by Hittite chariot forces. As the Re 
division caught up with the Amun division protect¬ 
ing Ramesses II, many soldiers panicked and scat¬ 
tered in all directions. Very quickly it appeared that 
all was lost for Ramesses II and the armies of the 
Two Lands. 

The year before, Ramesses II had managed a 
few easy victories in the west and had become over¬ 
confident. His naive acceptance of the Hittite agents 
had clouded his thinking and caused him to act fool¬ 
ishly. As things collapsed around him and his soldiers 
were driven from the battlefield in disarray, Ram¬ 
esses II made a quick and fervent prayer to the most 
powerful god in all Egypt, Amun, asking for help in 
his hour of need. According to his version of events, 
Ramesses II seized his weapons, summoned his 
chariot driver, organized a few of his panic-stricken 
troops, and began a counterattack. The inscriptions 
that record the battle claim that everyone, except 
the king, panicked and tried to flee the oncoming 
Hittite forces. But showing greater strength and 



The Ne'arin army arrives at the scene of the battle.The Hittites 
are caught between the Ptah division and the Ne'arin army and 
are forced to flee. 


courage than all the others, Ramesses II jumped into 
his chariot and set about pouncing on the Hittite 
troops like a falcon, slaying them in great numbers. 
In a few minutes, so Ramesses ILs version of the 
story tells us, the young pharaoh had single-handedly 
turned the tide of the battle and his revived armies 
went on to defeat the Hittites and deal them a crush¬ 
ing blow. 

Ramesses’s furious counterattacks and charges 
momentarily slowed down and confused the attacking 
Hittite troops and probably saved the day by giving 
the Egyptians a few precious moments to regroup. It 
was then that the great god Amun seemed to answer 
the king’s prayer, because suddenly the Ne’arin, the 
troops covering Ramesses’s western flank, appeared 
on the scene and rushed directly into the thick of 
the battle. Now, the Hittites were caught between 
Ramesses’s charges from the east and the Ne’arin 
forces from the west. Within minutes, the tide of the 
battle turned. Ramesses II now had enough time to 
rally his troops in greater numbers, picking up strag¬ 
glers who had earlier fled the field of battle. With 
fresh reinforcements Egyptian troops attacked and 
threatened to surround the Hittite chariotry. The 
Hittites wisely withdrew in order to regroup for a 
second attack, but Ramesses’s infantrymen forced the 
charioteers back across the battlefield and right into 
the Orontes River. 

One can only imagine the Hittite king, Muwat- 
tallis, as he gazed out in dismay at the battle, which 
had gone so well for him in the beginning. Muwat- 
tallis had been preparing his forces for months, and 
had put together an army of perhaps 35000 foot 
soldiers and hundreds of chariots capable of strik¬ 
ing a crippling blow to the young and inexperienced 
Ramesses II, thus ridding the land once and for all of 
Egyptian invaders. 14 Because of his superior planning 
and strategy, Muwattallis deserved to win. He had 
thought of everything, from the spies he had planted 
to mislead Ramesses II to the careful concealment of 
his forces behind the city. Then, suddenly, the tide of 


the battle turned against him; his troops were aban¬ 
doning their weapons and chariots, and swimming for 
their lives in the middle of the Orontes River. 

At the end of this first engagement the Egyptians 
held the field and the Hittites were forced to retreat 
back to Qadesh. What had started as an Egyptian 
rout had been turned to their advantage. As both 
armies took time to regroup and gather their dead 
and wounded, more of the scattered troops of the 
Amun and Re divisions, chased from the field dur¬ 
ing the initial attack, began to drift back into camp. 
Ramesses II admonished those who had deserted 
under fire as weak-willed and cowardly. In recount¬ 
ing the difficult moments of the battle, Ramesses 
II thanked no one except his shield-bearer, Menna, 
and the pair of horses who pulled his chariot in and 
out of the bloody foray while he single-handedly 
destroyed his adversaries. Ramesses II went so far 
as to mention their names, Victory-in-Thebes and 
Mut-is-content, and said that in the most desperate 
moments of the battle it was only his horses who 
chose not to abandon him. To show his appreciation, 
he declared that from then on he would personally 
feed the two beasts every day. Both sides suffered 
heavy losses during the battle. The Hittite chariot 
corps was beaten and they lost a number of impor¬ 
tant leaders and allies. Muwattallis lost two of his 
brothers, two of his shield-bearers, his secretary, four 
leading charioteers, and six generals in the fight. 15 
The Egyptians had two badly mauled infantry divi¬ 
sions, the Re and the Amun and, although the rest 
of the army was intact, the number of dead and 
wounded must have been very high. 

The next morning the armies fought again, but 
neither had the strength to subdue the other. Wisely, 
the Hittite king sought to end the dispute the same 
way he had done with Ramesses’s father 15 years 
earlier. He proposed a truce in which each side would 
accept a territorial status quo that would leave Arnurru 
and Qadesh under Hittite control, and allow the 
Egyptians to keep their possessions in the south. The 




Hittite soldiers swimming the Orontes River,fleeing 
from the counterattack by Egyptian forces. 
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generals and high-ranking officers in the Egyptian 
army urged the young king to accept the Hittite offer. 
It is clear that they wanted to sign the treaty and 
return home without incurring any additional losses. 
But Ramesses II refused to sign. He still dreamed of 
coming back some day, taking Qadesh and the land of 
Amurru, and putting them under Egyptian control. 
No sooner had Ramesses II left Amurru and returned 
home to the Nile Delta, than Muwattallis marched 
his armies south and took a large portion of Egypt’s 
possessions in Syria, including the city of Damascus 
and the prosperous province of Upe. The older and 
more experienced Muwattallis decided to make the 
young, headstrong Ramesses II pay for his refusal to 
sign a peace treaty that would have benefited both 
powers. From inscriptions Ramesses II had cut into 
the walls and pylons of a number of his temples, it 
appears that the Egyptians fought the Hittites to a 
draw at Qadesh. However, Hittite sources, which 
are probably more reliable, paint a different picture 
of the outcome of the battle. From their perspec¬ 
tive, the Hittites viewed themselves as the winners 
at Qadesh since they managed to maintain control 
of the city, and conquer additional Egyptian terri¬ 
tories. 16 With nothing but casualties to show for his 
efforts, Ramesses II had no choice but to gather up 
his wounded, and return to the Two Lands. After the 
battle of Qadesh it was clear that the Egyptians had 
lost the first round of the Hittite wars, but Ramesses 
II would be back. 


Ramesses II returns 

As he promised, four years later, in the summer 
months of the ninth year of his reign, Ramesses II 
was indeed back in Syria, taking a number of cities 
along the coast. His victories, however, were only 
temporary for no sooner had Ramesses II left his 
conquered areas than the Hittites moved in again 
and put their own supporters back in power. In the 
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Egyptian attack on the fortified city of Dapur in Syria-Palestine. Hittite forces are 
shown in confusion as Egyptian soldiers scale ladders and take the helpless city. 


following year he returned to set up a stele near the 
Nahr el-Kalb (the Dog River), claiming dominion 
over all the surrounding territories. But his claim 
was hollow and once again, after Egyptian forces had 
left the conquered areas, the Hittites re-established 
control of the region. Finally, after coming to the 
realization that he could not hold the northern part 
of Syria, the pharaoh stopped campaigning beyond 
the old boundaries, the same ones that Muwattal- 
lis had proposed to Ramesses II after the battle of 
Qadesh. From the 11th to the 17th years of his reign, 
no more wars were waged in Syria, no more stelae 
were set up with grandiose claims of sovereignty over 
territories that could not be held, and for eight years 
there was relative peace in the land of Amurru. 


Troubles in Khatti 

At the beginning of the reign of Ramesses II, the 
Flittites were probably the most powerful nation in 
the Near East. But within a few years their power 
began to decline rapidly. 17 Among their problems 
was one that was all too familiar to the Egyptians: 
no clearly established heir to the throne. Although 
Muwattallis had ruled for 24 years with great vigour 
from about 1306 bc to 1282 bc, his only son was by 
a secondary wife who was not of royal blood. Muwat- 
tallis’s brother, Khattushili, finally gained the upper 
hand in the situation after he staged a palace coup and 
took control of the country. But the uncertainty of 
succession weakened the kingdom while two pretend¬ 
ers to the throne, Khattushili III, and Urhi-Teshub, 
the nephew of Muwattallis, who took the throne 
name Murshili III, fought with each other for the 
right to rule. 18 

After Khattushili III finally won the struggle 
and had consolidated his power, he made an offer 
of peace to Egypt that would protect his country’s 
southern flank and free much-needed soldiers and 
resources to hold off other enemies in the region. 
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Thus, in the 21st year of the reign of Ramesses II, 
Hittite emissaries arrived at the northern capital, Pi- 
Ramesses, with a peace treaty engraved in cuneiform 
script on a glittering silver tablet. Even though the 
original treaty has long since disappeared, copies of 
the document written on clay tablets have survived. 
The treaty was also incised on the great stone pylons 
at the temple of Ainun in Karnak, so historians have 
versions of the treaty from each of the participating 



Fallen colossal head of Ramesses II lying in the courtyard of his 
mortuary temple, western Thebes. Granite. 



Osiride statues with folded hands holding staff and whip, from the 
19th Dynasty funerary temple of Ramesses II, western Thebes. 



Mortuary temple of Ramesses II seen 
from the west, western Thebes. 
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The Hall of Pillars in the mortuary East pylons of the funerary temple of 
temple of Ramesses II. Ramesses II, the Ramesseum. 


countries to study and compare. 19 In the Egyptian 
version, Ramesses II referred to Khattushili III as 
his “brother”, and each ruler vowed never to tres¬ 
pass on the territory of the other. They also agreed 
to a mutual defence pact, which stipulated that if a 
third power were to attack either Egypt or the Hit- 
tites, each would go to the other’s aid. In addition, 
each nation pledged to safeguard and respect the 
royal succession of the other. With the signing of the 
treaty, Ramesses II gave up any hope of ever retak¬ 
ing Amurru and Qadesh and becoming a great con¬ 
queror like his distant predecessor, Thutmosis III 
of the 18 th Dynasty. With the signing of the treaty 
an era of stability settled over much of Near East 


and led to a peaceful renaissance, which lasted until 
about 1200 bc. 

If the Egyptian king could not conquer others, he 
at least had the chance to build great monuments to 
honour himself and his gods. The Egyptian-Hittite 
treaty was a success, and a few years later Khattushili 
III offered his eldest daughter in marriage to the mid¬ 
dle-aged Ramesses II. Thus, in the 34th year of the 
reign of Ramesses II, the Hittite king sent his daugh¬ 
ter and her entourage, with many splendid gifts that 
included gold and silver, spans of horses, slaves, cattle, 
and other splendid gifts to seal the marriage. Nefer- 
tari, queen of Egypt and chief royal wife of Ramesses 
II, even wrote to and received letters from the chief 


wife of the Hittite king, Pudukhepa, in an attempt 
to build a closer relationship. The era of good rela¬ 
tions between the Hittites and Egypt continued until 
the end of the 67-year reign of Ramesses II. The 
Egyptian-Hittite treaty treed Ramesses II from mili¬ 
tary concerns and allowed him to undertake some of 
the most extensive building programmes in Egyptian 
history. Ramesses II built, or enlarged, the great tem¬ 
ples at Karnalc, Abydos, the Valley of the Kings, and 
far to the south in Kush at Abu Simbel. If Ramesses II 
could not fight his way to fame and immortality, then 
he would build his way into the memory of future 
generations. 

In Egyptian history Ramesses II was a giant. He 
dominated the 13th century bc, and his reign was 
more stable than most and lasted longer than that of 
any of his contemporaries. During his long reign the 
leadership of the country was not called into question 
once, while during the same period the Hittites and 
other nations suffered through leadership changes 
every few years that sometimes led to civil wars or 
palace revolts. The reign of Ramesses II also coincided 
with a period of timely floods and abundant harvests, 
which made for a stable and prosperous economy. 
These factors made Egypt a happy and stable land dur¬ 
ing much of the 13th century bc. Ramesses II, often 
called “Ramesses the Great”, certainly deserves the 
title. He came to power perhaps around age 25 and 
ruled for 67 years, making him close to 92 years old 
when he died. Few Egyptian kings built as many great 
monuments, obelisks, or statues as he did, and no one 
sired as many children. When the old king died he was 
mourned by the citizens of the Two Lands, and laid to 
rest in a lavish tomb in the Valley of the Kings. 
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The Kushites, Libyans, and Assyrians 

Even though the first thousand years of ancient 
Egyptian history were free of any major foreign 
invasions, about halfway through its 3000-year 
history Egypt’s geographical boundaries could no 
longer keep foreign invaders out of the Nile river 
valley. Beginning with the Hyksos in the 18th cen¬ 
tury bc, and then the Libyans and the so-called Sea 
Peoples a few centuries later, Egypt was repeat¬ 
edly subjected to periods of foreign immigration 
and invasion. 1 This tendency continued during the 
first millennium bc, when the Kushites temporarily 
gained control of the Two Lands, followed shortly 
thereafter by two Assyrian invasions in the seventh 
century bc. Whatever security natural boundaries 
may have given the Nile river valley earlier in its his¬ 
tory was now gone, 2 and by the first millennium 
bc, Egypt was subjected to unprecedented foreign 
domination and exploitation. 

For several centuries during the period of the New 
Kingdom (1550-1069 bc), economic and military 
equilibrium had been maintained by the Egyptians 
and the Hittites over much of the ancient Near East 
and eastern Mediterranean. From the 15th to the 
13 th centuries a long period of relative stability and 
prosperity had endured in the region. This period 
came to an end with the collapse of the Hittite 
Empire (Kliatti), about 1200 bc. Although Egypt 
and the Hittites fought the occasional war, as we 
saw in Chapter 15, neither was able to completely 


dominate the other. 3 To promote their own well¬ 
being they maintained order by controlling bandits 
on land and pirates at sea, keeping trade routes safe 
and profitable, and making sure that smaller powers 
did not destabilize things. The balance created by 
the two great powers was always fragile and at times 
uncertain, but it worked well for more than two cen¬ 
turies. However, with the loss of the Hittites, Egypt 
alone was incapable of controlling the situation, and 
the political stability and profitable trading networks 


Chronology of the later 19th Dynasty and the 20th Dynasty; the 
end of the New Kingdom (all dates bc ) 4 


19th Dynasty 

Merneptah 

Seti II 

Amenmesse 

Siptah 

Twosret 

1292-1186 

1213-1204 

1204-1194 

1204- 

1194-1188 

1188-1186 

(Libyans and Sea Peoples) 

20th Dynasty 

1186-1069 


Sethnakhte 

1186-1184 


Ramesses III 

1184-1153 

(Libyans and Sea Peoples) 

Ramesses IV 

1153-1147 


Ramesses V 

1147-1143 


Ramesses VI 

1143-1136 


Ramesses VII 

1136-1129 


Ramesses VIII 

1129-1126 


Ramesses IX 

1126-1108 


Ramesses X 

1108-1099 


Ramesses XI 

1099-1069 


Third Intermediate period 

1069-712 
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disappeared. 5 For a long period after Lhe collapse of 
Lhe Hirtires, EgypL had Lo abandon its dreams of an 
empire, and was forced to go on the defensive. 

The Libyans 

During the New Kingdom there was increased con¬ 
tact between the Egyptians and the Libyans, a peo¬ 


ple who came from an area along the Mediterranean 
coast up to 1200km west of the Nile River. The 
dominant tribes in this area were the Libu, hence 
Libyans, 6 and the Mashwash. Evidence suggests that 
the Mashwash were coastal dwellers and the Libu 
were pastoralists who lived in the hinterland. Both 
tribes were separated from the Nile river valley by a 
vast expanse of sparsely populated desert. There are 
no specific references to conflict between Libyans and 


Egyptians in the 18th Dynasty, but contact between 
the two groups did intensify during that time. Refer¬ 
ences to Libyans in the 19th and 20th Dynasties are 
more frequent. Both pharaohs Seti I and Ramesses II 
fought with the Libyans, and in addition, Ramesses 
II built a string of forts and storage areas from the 
western Nile Delta along the Mediterranean coast 
to help defend against Libyan encroachment. 7 Some 
of the Libyans were pastoralists since the Egyptians 
indicate that they captured large numbers of cat¬ 
tle, sheep, and goats that belonged to the Libu and 
Mashwash peoples; others lived in towns and villag¬ 
es. They were not poor people since some of them 
possessed gold, silver and bronze, as well as swords 
and chariots. 8 These lands of goods indicate a level 
of material culture above that of a strictly pastoral 
society. By the 19th Dynasty the Libu and Mashwash 
had settled along the western border of the Nile river 
valley, and they used this area as a base for exten¬ 
sive raiding activities against other parts of Egypt. 
During the time of Merneptah (19th Dynasty) 9 
and Ramesses III (20th Dynasty) 10 the Libu and 
Mashwash spread into the Nile Delta and threatened 
the important city of Bubastis. About 1210 bc, the 
Egyptian king, Merneptah, fought off a substantial 
Libyan invasion whose forces were dominated by the 
Libu tribe. Merneptah was warned that the Libyans 
were moving along the coast and were approaching 
the western regions of the Delta. 11 The Libu were 
accompanied by their allies, the Sherden, Teresh, 
and Sheklesh. 12 For six hours the two armies fought 
each other near the town of Buto in the northwest 
Delta. As was the usual practice, the Egyptians con¬ 
cealed their own losses, but it is clear that the battle 
turned into a rout and the invaders were driven from 
Egyptian soil. Merneptah boasts that he killed 9300 
Libu and their allies. But even though Merneptah 
had dealt the Libyans a crushing blow, this single 
defeat was not the end of the Libyan menace. Several 
decades later the Libyans were back with more allies 
and a great invasion fleet of ships. 
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The Libu and Mashwash and 
their geographical location in 
relation to Lower Egypt. 


The coming of the Libyans 

People living in North Africa 1200km from the Nile 
river valley would not have travelled such great dis¬ 
tances to attack one of the ancient world’s most pow¬ 
erful nations unless they had some very compelling 
reasons to do so. Food shortages caused by drought 
are the most probable reasons for such invasions, and 
the 19th Dynasty king Merneptah (1213-1204 bc) 
specifically mentions famine as the cause of the 
invasion of 1210 bc . 13 But increased population may 
have been a factor as well, since the invasion dur¬ 
ing the time of Ramesses III had the character of a 
kind of armed migration of desperate and homeless 
people, and not strictly an invasion by an organized 



The plumed headdresses of Sea Peoples'warriors shown as 
bound prisoners. Detail from Medinet Habu, mortuary temple of 
Ramesses III, western Thebes. 


and disciplined army. 14 Artistic representations from 
Ramesses Ill’s temple at Medinet Habu show sub¬ 
stantial numbers of women and children on foot and 
in ox-drawn carts, and large numbers of farm animals, 
accompanying formations of attacking soldiers. 15 In 
some scenes the soldiers, their families, and their 
farm animals are shown jumbled together in appar¬ 
ent disorder. 

The Sea Peoples 

In later Libyan attacks the forces defeated by 
Merneptah included people who did not come from 
North Africa. These additional peoples were called 
the Sherden 16 and the Sheklesh, and they appear 
to have come from the islands of Sardinia and Sic¬ 
ily, across the Mediterranean Sea. 17 Still others who 
joined them were called the Ekwesh and the Denen, 
groups who may be correlated with the Achaean 
and Danaean Greeks of the Illiad , and the famous 
story of the Trojan War. Collectively the Egyptians 
called these groups the “Sea Peoples”. 18 The Libyans 
and the Sea Peoples had joined forces a few years 
earlier, and around the eighth year of the reign of 
Ramesses III, about 1180 bc, two groups of them 
attacked Egypt in the Delta region. Some of the in¬ 
vaders moved down the coast of Palestine on land, 
while others came by sea in a large flotilla of “long 
ships”. They joined forces with the Libyans (Libu 
and Mashwash) who were approaching the Delta 
from the western desert. As the two armies con¬ 
verged on the Delta region in a pincer movement, 
the Two Lands faced what was certainly one of the 
greatest threats to its independence during its long 
history. Ramesses III recorded the event in detail 
on the walls of his temple at Medinet Habu on the 
west bank of the Nile River opposite the town of 
Thebes. He recounts that the Sea Peoples formed a 
federation in their islands, probably the Greek isles 
in the Aegean Sea off the coast of Turkey, and then 
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Possible migration routes taken by the Libyans and Sea Peoples. 


swept through the lands of the Hittites (Khatti) and 
continued down through southern Turkey, into the 
lands around Karkamish, Amurru, and the island of 
Cyprus. Ramesses Ill’s depiction includes details 
of the kinds of clothes and battledress worn by the 
invaders, many of whom are shown wearing a plume 
protruding from their helmets. It has long been 
realized that the plumed headdress is remarkably 
similar to depictions of battledress in the graphic art 
and literature of Late Bronze Age Greece. 19 These 
feathered helmets, along with kilts, shields, and the 
shape and decoration of their fighting ships, are of 
Mycenaean (early Greek) origin. 20 

There is some consensus 21 that around 1200 bc a 
loose coalition of Mycenaean states 22 attacked Troy, 
the famous city of legend, whose story was told by 
the poet Homer in the Iliad. In the years after the 
defeat of Troy, some of the warriors joined up with 
people along the west coast of Turkey and moved 
slowly eastwards towards the land of Khatti, and on to 
Syria and Cyprus. The last Hittite king, Suppiluliuma 
II, recorded that he fought on several occasions with 
ships from Cyprus manned by Sea Peoples. At the 
same time, raiders were threatening the city-state of 
Ugarit on the Syrian coast. Ugarit was a wealthy city 
that maintained a fleet of 150 fighting ships to defend 
it. But while the main battle fleet was away fighting 
one contingent of Sea Peoples, another attacked the 
undefended city. Clay tablets from Ugarit depict a 
desperate situation; ‘Ammurabi, the king of Ugarit, 
sent an urgent message to his allies in Cyprus asking 
for help, saying that the city was undefended and 
that terrible things were being done to the citizens. 23 
But help never came and the beleaguered city was 
razed to the ground and disappeared from memory 
for more than 3000 years. For some time no nation 
was able to withstand the forces of the Sea Peoples. 
In quick succession, well-established kingdoms like 
the Hittites and Ugarit fell, and were not heard of 
again until they were rediscovered by archaeologists 
in modern times. 


The Sea Peoples moved into the land of Amurru 
(western Syria) where they rested for a time and 
regrouped. From Amurru the Sea Peoples moved 
down the coast of Syria and into Palestine, their 
women, children, and animals remaining on land 
while the warriors manned their ships a short dis¬ 
tance offshore. To defend the Two Lands from the 
approaching invaders, Ramesses III set up a defen¬ 
sive barrier in Palestine, along the coast near Gaza. 
Further south and west, he placed a wall of fighting 
ships, cargo ships, and smaller boats, to block access 
to the mouth of the eastern branch of the Nile River. 
Although some invading ships did manage to break 
through the river defences, the soldiers of Ramesses 
III caught them and sank them, set them ablaze, or 


dragged them to shore, where they were destroyed. 
The battle must have been long and costly to both 
sides, but in the end the invaders were defeated. 
Ramesses III claims to have killed 28000 Libu and 
2175 Mashwash, while taking another 2052 captive. 24 
Unable to penetrate the Egyptian defences, the Sea 
Peoples were forced to disperse, give up their con¬ 
quering ways, and settle permanently in the lands 
around the eastern Mediterranean Sea. 

The aftermath 

After the defeat of the Sea Peoples and the Libyans, 
many of the attackers managed to stay on and settle in 
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Attack of the Sea Peoples. Pylon of the mortuary temple of Ramesses II, western Thebes. 


special camps set up for them in the Delta region, and 
within two centuries after their defeat they were pro¬ 
ducing kings and forming their own royal houses in 
Egypt. After the great batdes mentioned by Ramesses 
III and Merneptah, other groups who had accom¬ 
panied the Sea Peoples went on to settle in Anatolia 
and Palestine. The Tjeker settled around Haifa, on 
the coast of Palestine, while the remainder of the 
coast was settled by the Peleset and later that region 
became known as Philistia to the writers of the Old 
Testament, Palestina to the Romans, and Palestine in 
modern times. 25 By the middle of the 12th century 
bc the Sea Peoples had dispersed to diverse regions 
around the Mediterranean and had disappeared into 
the fabric of Mediterranean society. By the end of 
the reign of Ramesses III (1184-1153 bc), Egyptian 
presence in Syria ended and the Sea Peoples, having 
lost in their attempt to invade the Two Lands, settled 
in Egypt’s former Syrian possessions. Large numbers 
of Libyans, who had formerly been invaders, were 
funnelled into the Egyptian army and formed the 
basis of a soldier class. The chaos and destruction 
caused by the Libyans and Sea Peoples were impor¬ 
tant factors in the decline of Egypt but, despite their 
defeat, the descendants of the Libyans would rise 
again several centuries later and make their presence 
known in Egyptian affairs. 


Egypt at the end of the New Kingdom 

External forces such as the invasion of the Liby¬ 
ans and the Sea Peoples were not the only factors 
at work weakening Egypt at the end of the New 
Kingdom. 26 Inside the Two Lands a series of weak 
kings, economic problems, and a decline of central¬ 
ized government made it increasingly difficult to 
maintain internal stability. With the loss of Egyptian 
possessions in Syria and Palestine there was a drop 
in tribute and booty as well as foreign trade. 27 The 
amount of land owned by the king diminished, while 
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land holdings of temples and military personnel 
increased. Abuses in the collection and distribution 
of food rations to workers and artisans are docu¬ 
mented. The situation was complicated by a period 
of drought, which reduced river levels causing food 
shortages and famine. In addition, the workmen 
preparing the tomb of Ramesses III were forced to 
demonstrate and go on strike because they had not 
received their food rations. 28 This indicates clearly 
that there was a decline in the economic conditions 
of the time, and that the king was unable to manage 
effectively the operations of the state. Egyptian kings 
after Ramesses III reduced their travels around the 
land and distanced themselves from the administra¬ 
tion of the kingdom. As their personal involvement 
with the functioning of the kingdom lessened, their 
personal influence with those who ran the country 
decreased as well. High officials, priests, and some 
commoners, took more control of the affairs of the 
Two Lands. The priests of Amun increased their land 
holdings, and one priest even had his image depicted 
as being equal to that of the king. For the first time 
high priests began to form dynasties, and were no 
longer dependent on the king. The priests of Amun 
gradually gained control of Upper Egypt and formed 
their own ruling dynasty, which rivalled that of the 
king. In retrospect, Alchenaten’s fears of the growing 
and potentially dangerous powers of the priesthood 
appear to have been justified. 29 

The Third Intermediate period 

Like the previous two intermediate periods of Egyp¬ 
tian history, the Third Intermediate period 30 was a 
time of disintegrating centralized power and the frag¬ 
mentation of the Two Lands into competing groups 
struggling among themselves for the leadership of the 
country. During the 20th Dynasty, Egyptian rulers, 
whether the priests of Amun in the south or the kings 
of the north, lost control of their holdings in Kush 


south of the First Cataract of the Nile River. The 
influx of foreigners in the previous centuries also left 
its mark on Egyptian affairs. In the centuries following 
their defeat by Merneptah and Ramesses III the Liby¬ 
ans had found a place for themselves in the fabric of 
Egyptian society and became part of the ruling elite. 
At the beginning of the first millennium bc the kings 
of the 21st Dynasty ruled the north from the city of 
Tanis (see map, overleaf) in the eastern Nile Delta. 
Their control of Lower Egypt extended from the 
Mediterranean Sea south to the Faiyum. Meanwhile 
Upper Egypt was ruled by a series of military com¬ 
manders and high priests of Amun who had estab¬ 
lished themselves at Thebes. This Theben branch of 
the 21st Dynasty still acknowledged the Delta kings of 
Lower Egypt, and even married into their families, yet 
remained independent of them. With one exception, 
the priests of Amun did not claim to be pharaohs, but 
they ruled Upper Egypt as if they were. 31 

One of the pharaohs of the 21st Dynasty, Osorkon, 
bears a Libyan name. Osorkon belonged to the same 


Chronology of the Third Intermediate period 1069-664 
(all dates bc), and kings mentioned in this chapter 


21st Dynasty 

Osorkon 

(Libyan 

descendant) 

1069-945 

984-978 

Tanis 

22nd Dynasty 

945-715 

Tanis 

Sheshonq 1 

945-924 


Osorkon 1 

924-889 


Takelot 1 

889-874 


23rd Dynasty 

818-715 

Tanis/Thebes 

luput 1 

804-878 


24th Dynasty 

724-711 

Sais 

Tefnakhte 

724-717 


25th Dynasty 

760-656 

Napata 

Kashta 

760-747 


Piye 

747-716 


Shabaqo 

716-702 


Taharqa 

690-664 


Tantamani 

664-656 



group of Libyan warriors who were defeated by 
Ramesses III at the beginning of the 20th Dynasty. 
Unlike some foreigners in Egypt, the Libyans kept 
their traditional names, old titles, and forms of tribal 
government. 

By the end of the ninth century the centre of Egyp¬ 
tian power was no longer fixed in one location, and for a 
time the cities ofTanis, Sais, and Bubastis in the north, 
and Thebes in the south, all claimed to be the Egyptian 
capital. 32 Egypt had become a patchwork of chiefdoms 
and petty kingdoms, and must have presented a very 
disunited and disorganized image to the other major 
powers of the surrounding regions. 

Egypt under Libyan rule 

Early in the first millennium bc, Sheshonq I, a man 
of Libyan descent, established in the Delta city of 
Bubastis a new ruling family, the 22nd Dynasty, which 
ruled Egypt for the next two centuries. One of the 
new king’s titles was “Great Chief of the A/a”, 33 short 
for Mashwash, which reflects the persistence of the 
tribal traditions of the Libyans and predates Sheshonq 
I by several centuries. Sheshonq I was a capable ruler 
who successfully centralized political, military, and 
religious power and brought a new era of stability in 
the country. To accomplish this he re-imposed royal 
control over Upper Egypt, and to offset the power 
of the priests he made his son, luput, high priest and 
governor. By taking control of the principal levers 
of power, Sheshonq I created a stable power base 
at home that left him, and his successor, Osorkon I, 
free to take back some of Egypt’s former possessions 
in Palestine. 

Egypt returns to Asia 

In the middle of the tenth century bc the kingdom 
of Israel was in turmoil and Sheshonq seized the 
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opportunity to exploit Israelite disunity to loot the 
region, 34 if not regain some of Egypt’s lost territo¬ 
ry. 35 The armies of Sheshonq penetrated into Pal¬ 
estine as far north as the city of Megiddo, and he is 
usually acknowledged to be the “King Shishak”, who 
attacked Jerusalem during the reign of Rehoboam. 
Sheshonq I took his armies up the coast of Pales¬ 
tine and plundered the region, taking much gold 
and booty. He renewed contacts with Byblos, one of 
Egypt’s traditional trading partners since the middle 
of the third millennium bc, and re-established a pres¬ 
ence in the region that Egypt had lost earlier. For a 
short period Egypt could dream of the past glories 
of its once great empire. Plunder from Sheshonq’s 
campaigns financed some major restorations on the 
temple of Annul at Karnak. Sheshonq I inaugurated 
a 50-year period of peace and prosperity in Egypt, 
but his successors, Osorkon I and Talcelot I, were 
not such capable leaders. In a few years Egypt’s hard 
won gains had been lost once again as the country 
weakened, and progressively splintered into numer¬ 
ous ruling factions. 

Since so many positions of power were not 
dependent on personal competence, but family affili¬ 
ation, and heredity, the political system in Egypt at 
this time can be compared to the feudal states of 
Europe during the Middle Ages. 36 At the time any 
small-time leader who had local support could claim 
to be the king of Egypt. The clearest indication of 
the divided situation in Egypt can be seen in the 
confusion of ruling families by the end of the eighth 
century bc. For several decades, the 22nd, 23rd, 
24th and 25th Dynasties all ruled various regions 
of the country from four different cities simultane¬ 
ously. 37 The principal centres of power in the 22nd 
(or Libyan) Dynasty, were at Tanis in Lower Egypt, 
but at the same time the 23rd Dynasty was in control 
of Thebes in Upper Egypt. Also, the 24th Dynasty 
ruled a small principality in the western Delta region 
of Lower Egypt from the city of Sais. To the south, 
the 25th Dynasty was composed of a line of kings 


who were centred in the city of Napata in Kush or 
Upper Nubia. 38 

Kush and Assyria:the struggle for Egypt 

While Egypt remained fragmented with no central 
government to unite it, far to the south another pow¬ 
er, the Kushite kingdom, was manifesting strength, 
unity, and vision. The Kushites 39 were a people who 
lived in the area around the city of Napata, 2000km 
south of the Nile Delta (see map, opposite). Kush, 
also known as Nubia, the land up-river from Egypt, 
was divided into two regions: Wawat and Kush. 
Wawat was the region closest to Egypt, and was 


Principal cities of the 
Third Intermediate 
period during the 
eighth century bc. 


settled with farmers scattered along the Nile River, 
and occasionally with towns and villages with sub¬ 
stantial populations. The capital, Napata, was located 
in Kush proper. Since the end of the New Kingdom, 
Kush and Wawat had existed as separate and inde¬ 
pendent regions. 

The economy was essentially agrarian, producing 
grains such as barley, sorghum, and sesame, as well as 
flocks of herd animals such as sheep and goats. Natu¬ 
ral resources included gold, copper, iron, and pre¬ 
cious stones. Egypt had traded with the Kushites for 
many centuries, and Kush was rich in gold, copper, 
semi-precious stones for jewellery, and quality stone 
for statues. Trade goods from equatorial Africa passed 
through Kush on their way to the rich markets in 
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EgypL. These goods included ebony logs, giraffe Lails 
for fly whisks, leopard skins for priesLly garments, 
monkeys, baboons, eye paint, incense, spear shafts, 
ivory, and ostrich feathers, along with animal skins, 
exotic woods, and aromatic resins and gums. 40 Kush 
was strategically placed on the Nile River, had abun¬ 
dant resources, and was economically and politically 
important to Egypt. 

The Kushites were black Africans who built 
mastciba and pyramid-shaped tombs, had a central¬ 
ized form of government, and adopted Egyptian 
hieroglyphic script for their writing. 41 During the 
New Kingdom the Kushites were vassals of the Two 


Lands, had absorbed Egyptian culture and religion, 
and were faithful worshippers of the god Amun. 
Starting in the 18th Dynasty, Egyptian kings selected 
one of their sons to rule over Kush for the king, and 
they were given the title “The king’s son of Kush”. 
The Kushites copied many earlier Egyptian works of 
art, using them as the standard against which their 
own were measured. The ruling classes copied the 
artistic styles of the Old, Middle, and New Kingdoms, 
which recalled the glorious achievements of former 
days. 42 As the Kushites conquered and settled areas 
further north in Egypt, their respect increased for the 
former periods of greatness when Egyptian monu¬ 
ments displayed a grandeur and sophistication that 
was missing in their own time. 43 Their love of the 
past accompanied them into the post-mortem world. 
The Kushites practised mummification, filled their 
tombs with sumptuous goods, and in some instances 
had their teams of horses buried with them. One 
Kushite king, Piye, was buried in a pyramid-shaped 
tomb, while other Kushites were laid to rest close to 
the great funerary monuments of bygone days in the 
cities of the dead at Saqqara, and near the pyramid 
complex at Giza. 44 

In reaction to the deteriorating political situation 
in Upper and Lower Egypt, Kushite kings began to 
take a greater interest in activities to the north. In 
the middle of the eighth century bc, the Kushite king 
Kashta marched north and brought all of the Nile 
river valley down-river to Thebes under his control. 
The Kushites viewed this and subsequent campaigns 
into Egypt not only as invasions for economic and 
strategic gain, but also as sacred missions to restore 
the old ways of ma’at, and protect the supremacy of 
the god Amun. 45 In Thebes the Kushite king took 
great care to attend to religious matters and spent 
time making offerings and assisting in religious cer¬ 
emonies. Piye (Piankhy) succeeded his father, Kashta, 
and declared himself king of Egypt, taking the tra¬ 
ditional royal titles that had been used by Egyptian 
kings for centuries. 


Late in the eighth century bc, Egypt had four dif¬ 
ferent dynasties ruling simultaneously, including the 
25th (or Kushite) Dynasty, which ruled from both 
Napata and Thebes. In the north the Libyan ruler 
of the 24th Dynasty, Tefhakhte, formed a small rival 
kingdom and headed south with his army, threaten¬ 
ing Kushite holdings. Tefnakhte used the title “Great 
chief of the Mashwash" , 46 recalling his Libyan ethnic 
background. Piye made an attempt to regain control 
and sent his armies north to the Delta, bringing all 
the petty kings and princes under his control. As Piye 
extended his dominion along the Nile River, Egypt 
was once again united, at least on the surface, and in a 
position to take on the role of a powerful rejuvenated 
nation. In his inscriptions Piye explained that the 
petty kings of the north had misbehaved like naughty 
children, and it was his duty to bring them into line. 
After their defeat he treated them with leniency, and 
installed many of them as governors in regions they 
already ruled. Tefnakhte surrendered like everyone 
else, but then fled north and regrouped his forces. 
Piye almost succeeded in reuniting Egypt, but the fact 
that he did not eliminate Tefnakhte undermined his 
nearly successful attempt to bring Egypt once again 
under the control of a single powerful ruler. Like most 
Kushite rulers, Piye chose to stay far to the south at 
Napata instead of moving north to Thebes or Mem¬ 
phis to more closely administer the Two Lands, which 
may have contributed to his inability to truly reunite 
the country. 

The Kushite domination of Egypt lasted nearly 
a hundred years, and created an interesting set of 
political circumstances in North Africa and the 
ancient Near East. The traditional centres of power 
in Upper and Lower Egypt, such as Memphis and 
Thebes, were caught between the growing power of 
the Assyrians from Mesopotamia, and the Kushites 
front the Middle Nile region of Central Africa. But 
at the end of the eighth century bc, as the Assyrians 
gained strength in Syria-Palestine and moved towards 
the Nile Delta, the Kushites ttnder their new leader, 
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Shabaqo, reunited the Two Lands and, temporarily 
at least, kept the Assyrians out. 

Assyria in Egypt 

As the Assyrians moved closer to Egypt 47 the small 
states of Palestine, such as Judah, Samaria, and Gaza, 
looked desperately to Egypt for help to avoid being 
conquered. The Egyptians were only too eager to 
help the smaller states remain strong, since if they 
fell there would be nothing between the Egyptians 
and Assyrian forces. Combined Egyptian and Kushite 
forces fought in Palestine with the kings of Judah 
against the Assyrians on a number of occasions, and 
in some instances they managed to keep the Assyr¬ 
ians at bay. 48 But the armies of the Two Lands suf¬ 
fered a major defeat at Eltekeh while going to the 
aid of a coalition of small kingdoms and princes dur¬ 
ing the reign of Hezelciah, king of Judah. 49 About 
25 years later the Assyrians, under the leadership of 
King Esarhaddon, swept through all of Palestine and 
invaded Egypt in 674 bc. Somehow, Egyptian forces 
managed to repulse the Assyrian invasion armies at 
the northern border town of Sile. Unfortunately for 
the Egyptians, three years later, in 671 bc, Esarhad¬ 
don was back, and this time he managed to conquer 
the Delta region and the ancient capital of Mem¬ 
phis. With this defeat Egypt was obliged to pay a 
heavy tribute to Assyria. The Kushite Icing, Taharqa, 
wisely fled south to avoid being captured. The Assyr¬ 
ian defeat was costly, but did not last long. Taharqa 
reconquered Memphis and Egypt two years later, 
after the Assyrians had returned home leaving 
only a small garrison of soldiers and some Assyr¬ 
ian-appointed Egyptians to look after their newly 
acquired interests. When Esarhaddon received news 
in 679 bc that his Egyptian power base had been 
overthrown by the upstart Taharqa, he rushed back to 
reconquer Egypt, but on the way he died, and the 
counterattack was cancelled. 


The intrigues of Taharqa’s successor, Tantamani, 
who attempted to sabotage Assyrian control in Egypt, 
brought massive and vengeful Assyrian retaliation 
under the last great Assyrian king, Assurbanipal. On 
two more occasions the Assyrians marched on Egypt, 
once in 667 bc and again in 664 bc. After the cam¬ 
paign of 667 bc, Assurbanipal left a small garrison 
of soldiers and some supposedly sympathetic native 
Egyptians in control of the Two Lands. But once 
again, when the Assyrians had left Egypt in the hands 
of their appointed overseers and returned home with 
their loot, Tantamani, the Kushite king, drove out the 
Assyrians and their sympathisers. This enraged Assur¬ 
banipal and in 664 bc he returned and plundered 
the entire country, causing widespread death and 
destruction. The second time the Assyrians sacked 
the ancient city of Thebes far to the south in Upper 
Egypt. Tantamani wisely fled south out of harm’s way 
at the approach of the Assyrians, while the country 
was ravaged and plundered. 

This was a low point for Egypt under the leader¬ 
ship of the Kushite kings and what had been, until 
then, their successful domination of the country. 
But the losses the Kushites had suffered under the 
Assyrians, and the daunting task of controlling a 
divided land that was the constant prey of the world’s 
most powerful army, seems to have dampened Kus¬ 
hite interest in Egypt. Some time after the Assyrian 
sack of Thebes, the Kushites abandoned Egypt and 
returned south to the safety of their pre-expansion 
borders. 50 In 652 bc the Assyrian occupation came 
to an abrupt end. The Shamash-shum-ukin revolt 
broke out in Babylonia, and Assyrian forces were 
needed urgently at home. For the next four years 
Assurbanipal was preoccupied with a long and costly 
civil war. Afterwards, because of growing problems, 
the Assyrians were unable to free their armies from 
the defence of the homeland for a return cam¬ 
paign, and never threatened Egypt again. Because 
the Assyrians were caught up in their own domestic 
problems, Tantamani’s rival, Psamtik, took control 


Chronology of the Late period 664-525 (all dates bc) 


The 26th (Saite) Dynasty 

664-525 Sais 

Necho 1 

672-664 

Psamtik 1 

664-610 

Necho II 

610-595 

Psamtik II 

595-589 

Apires 

589-570 

Amasis 

570-526 

Psamtik III 

526-525 


of an Egypt that was free of foreign conquerors for 
the first time in many years. 

The 26th (or Saite) Dynasty, 51 was one of the 
last significant dynasties of the Two Lands ruled by 
native Egyptians. The Saite kings ruled from their 
capital city of Sais in the eastern Nile Delta for 140 
years. When the Saites took control of Egypt they 
inaugurated a century of social and political order 
and economic progress 52 that is often referred to as 
the Saite Renaissance. 53 When Psamtik I succeeded 
his father, Necho I, in 664 bc his kingdom consisted 
of a small portion of territory in the eastern Delta 
and around Memphis that was still nominally under 
Assyrian control. When he died 54 years later, he left 
behind a united and healthy Egypt that could take 
its place among the great nations of the ancient Near 
East. When he first took the throne it appeared that 
Egypt might once again return to its previous divided 
condition. But Psamtik was a man of many talents, 
and he put an end to the long period of instabil¬ 
ity caused by fragmented forms of government in 
the Third Intermediate period. The first task facing 
Psamtik 54 was to bring under his control the various 
ruling princes and unify the country under his rule. 
Many local rulers were left in place, but Psamtik made 
them abandon their tides of “King”, “Great Chief’, 
or “Army Leader”, and they finally became incorpo¬ 
rated into a centralized form of government. 55 He 
accomplished this in part by opening up trade and 
business relations with the wealthy and dynamic trad¬ 
ing peoples to the north, particularly the Greeks and 
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Lhe Phoenicians. 56 The weakh creaLed by Trade quickly 
began Lo enrich his coffers and enabled Psamtik to 
engage mercenary troops, mostly Greeks from Ionia 
and Carians, to serve as the principal elements in his 
army. The bulk of the Egyptian army still comprised 
native Egyptians and some Kushites. By engaging 
mercenaries with new fighting skills and equipment, 
who had no allegiance to anyone in Egypt but them¬ 
selves, he quickly conquered the princes of the Delta 
and took control of Lower Egypt. In Middle and 
Upper Egypt he was able to use diplomacy to eventu¬ 
ally bring these areas on side and after the first decade 
of his rule the country was united. With the task of 
unification behind him he was able to embark on a 
national construction programme, which stimulated 
the economy and helped reinforce a sense of unity in 
the population. 

The Saites were very interested in business and 
trade 57 and ruled as merchant kings (royal business¬ 
men) seeking out new and profitable trade routes 
and trading partners for Egyptian goods. It was 
Psamtik who set the precedent for exporting Egyp¬ 
tian grain and wool, 58 which helped to stimulate 
economic growth. Egypt had many products and 
goods to offer her trading partners, including grain, 
textiles, ox hides, dried fish, and papyrus, which was 
the cheapest and, at this time, most widely used 
writing material. The Saites entered into business 
arrangements with the powerful Greeks who were 
one of the emerging trading powers of the Medi¬ 
terranean world. However, not all Egyptians were 
in favour of such close contacts with the Greeks. 
Large numbers of Greeks began to immigrate to the 
Delta region and settle in their own communities 
in cities they founded. Favouritism shown to Greek 
traders, plus the large number of Greek soldiers in 
the army, aroused jealousy among certain segments 
of the population. There were other irritants too. 
Certain Greek religious practices were allowed, and 
wealthy Greek merchants began to marry Egyptian 
women instead of Greeks. The Egyptian population 


occasionally showed their disapproval of these policies 
of favouritism by revolting against their leaders. The 
long-term effects of these tactics were eventually felt 
across the land by both the Egyptians and the Greek 
immigrants. Because the Greeks were seen to be too 
powerful and exploitative of the country’s wealth at 
the expense of native Egyptians, the Persians had less 
trouble invading the country and putting it under 
their control in 525 bc. 

Necho il: the "Sea King" 

Necho II 59 was a king who expressed interest in the 
sea and projects related to maritime activities. One 
of his areas of maritime interest was the great canal¬ 
building project, which linked the Nile River with the 
Red Sea. 60 The construction of such a canal indicates 
a well-defined naval policy that required easy ac¬ 
cess to the Mediterranean and Red Seas. But even 
though Necho II initiated the 85-krn canal project, 
some scholars do not believe that he ever finished 
it. 61 They maintain instead that it was only completed 
after the Persian conquest, when Darius I undertook 
the project once again (see Ch. 17). The purpose of 
such a canal may initially have been military, but trade 
was certainly an important factor in its conception. 
Herodotus 62 stated that the canal was abandoned 
after the loss of 120000 lives during its attempted 
construction. These figures are most certainly ex¬ 
aggerated although, given the nature of such a vast 
project, there was probably a significant loss of life 
during its construction. 

With the growing power of Babylon and, later on, 
Persia, Necho II, like Nabonidus of Babylon 50 years 
after him (see Ch. 7), may have deemed it necessary 
to abandon his colonial interests in Syria-Palestine 
in favour of lands to the south along the Red Sea 
coast of Africa, in the areas of present-day Ethiopia 
that opened up during the reign of Hatshepsut in the 
18th Dynasty. During the sixth century bc, as Persian 


power and domination increased throughout south¬ 
west Asia (Iran, Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and Syria- 
Palestine), the weaker powers like Babylon and Egypt 
showed an increased interest in the lands adjacent 
to the Red Sea, which were temporarily beyond the 
reaches of Persian power. 63 The second element of 
Necho IPs maritime policy was the construction of 
a large fleet of triremes, the most advanced fighting 
ships of the day. The fleet in the Mediterranean was 
placed there for military purposes since the Mediter¬ 
ranean was the scene for many battles between navies 
representing the various kingdoms in the region. The 
ships were built by Greek artisans, probably in the 
city of Naucratis, which had been established as a 
Greek trading colony in the Nile Delta at the end 
of the seventh century bc. The ships were probably 
manned by Greek sailors, not Egyptians, and were 
used against pirates operating in the Red Sea who 
preyed on Egyptian shipping in the area. 

The third element of Necho IPs maritime policy 
concerned a voyage around the continent of Africa. 
The other great sea power of the time, the Phoeni- 



The possible route of the Egyptian-Phoenician 
voyage around the continent of Africa. 
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dans, had a well-established maritime empire in the 
western Mediterranean and knew the southern coast 
of Europe and the northern coast of the African con¬ 
tinent. The Phoenicians were renowned as skilled 
sailors and explorers, and it would have been in the 
interests of both countries to undertake an expedi¬ 
tion around the African continent, not for scientific 
reasons, but to discover new trade routes and mar¬ 
kets. The joint expedition was under Phoenician com¬ 
mand, and it took three years for them to circle the 
continent returning through the Straits of Gibraltar. 
The sailors were obliged to interrupt their voyage 
twice, in order to grow crops and replenish their food 
supplies. 64 Even though there is some scepticism that 
such a voyage actually took place, the story is cred¬ 
ible since the sailors reported, correctly, that the sun 
shone from the north, on their right, as they rounded 
the Horn of Africa. 65 

Foreign policy in Syria-Palestine 

Half a century of stable and prosperous rule by 
Necho IPs father, Psamtilc I, achieved such a resur¬ 
gence in the land that Necho II was able to com¬ 
mit the necessary resources required to once again 
embark on a policy of expansion in Syria-Palestine. 
As Assyria weakened and lost control of its empire in 
southwest Asia, the Egyptians hoped to rush in and 
take control of the area. This policy met with initial 
success and the Egyptians were able take their armies 
as far as the Euphrates River during the period of 
Assyrian disintegration (see Ch. 6). The armies of 
the Two Lands went to the aid of the Assyrians, their 
long-time enemies, in an effort to stop the rapidly 
expanding Babylonians, who were in the process 
of taking over all of Mesopotamia. The Egyptians 
attempted in vain to help the Assyrians after the fall 
of Nineveh and Harran. The Babylonian Chronicle 
records that in 610 bc the Assyrian king, Assur- 
uballit, along with an Egyptian army, abandoned 


Harran as the advancing armies of the Babylonians 
approached the city. 66 Egypt’s chances to rebuild an 
empire in Syria-Palestine came to an end when the 
Babylonians, under Nebuchadnezzar, defeated the 
Egyptian forces in 601 bc at the battle of Karkamish 
on the Euphrates River. 

In effect, Necho II, like so many pharaohs before 
him, lost Syria-Palestine for Egypt, but he did manage 
to hold off the Babylonians and keep them from con¬ 
quering the Two Lands. Even though over the years 
one or two more unsuccessful attempts were made to 
re-establish an Egyptian presence in Syria-Palestine, 
with Necho II’s defeat, the entire region was lost to 
Egypt for a long time. 

The last great pharaoh 

Ahmose II (570-526 bc), or Arnasis II, 67 was one of 
the last notable pharaohs of Egypt. Despite the con¬ 
tinued encroachment of foreign powers on Egyptian 
borders, inside the Two Lands classical historians 
leave the impression that during the rule of Arnasis 
II the country was very prosperous. A number of 
documents have survived that confirm this. The vast 
building programmes that were going on at this time 
could not have been undertaken without a solid base 
of economic resources to finance them. 68 Arnasis II 
was a general who came to power in a revolt. His 
most notable policy was the treatment of Greek trad¬ 
ers and colonists, who had become very powerful in 
Egypt. Arnasis II was sympathetic to Greek inter¬ 
ests and promoted the Greek city of Naucratis in the 
western Nile Delta as an emporium for Greek trade. 
One of the principal reasons for the establishment of 
Naucratis was to keep Greek commercial activities 
confined to a single area away from the heartland of 
the country, and out of sight of the population. 69 But 
this strategy was not always successful, and served 
to intensify the growing distrust between Egyptian 
citizens and Greek colonists. Late in the sixth century 


bc, Egypt and Babylonia, who had traditionally been 
enemies, began to draw closer together as allies in the 
face of the increasing might of the Persians, a new 
and growing power in Iran. By 539 bc the Persians 
(see Ch. 17) had taken control of the Iranian Plateau, 
plus Mesopotamia and Anatolia. Egypt was now alone 
with few allies, except the disunited Greeks, to help 
it in its struggle against this new and vigorous power 
from the east. 

The death of King Arnasis II 

King Arnasis II ruled Egypt for 45 years and died in 
526 bc. Shordy after his death Egypt was in the hands 
of the Persians under the leadership of Cambyses. In 
525 bc the Egyptians lost the all-important batde of 
Pelusium on their northeastern border, and Egyp¬ 
tian resistance collapsed in the face of the Persian 
onslaught. The Egyptians might have been able to 
give a better account of themselves on the battlefield 
had they not been betrayed by their allies and friends. 
The leaders of the Greek mercenary contingents of the 
Egyptian army went over to the Persians just before 
the battle and revealed vital military information to 
the enemy. 70 The Arab tribesmen of Gaza served as 
guides and provided water for the thirsty Persian sol¬ 
diers as they crossed the desert, while the Phoenicians 
provided ships to supply the invading army with provi¬ 
sions. On the home front there was collusion with the 
invaders on the part of some of the Egyptian high offi¬ 
cials, particularly one man named Udjahorresnet, who 
some believe was the chief of naval operations. 71 After 
the army was defeated and the conquest completed, 
a Persian official was appointed satrap (governor) of 
Lower Egypt while Cambyses continued his conquest 
to the south, eventually taking Kush. 

The Persian conquest must have been a terrible 
blow to the Egyptian ruling class and entrepreneurs 
and business people, particularly since the country 
was enjoying a good deal of political stability and 
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economic success. How much iL affected the lower 
classes - the peasants, farmers, and craftsmen - is dif¬ 
ficult to determine, but their lives probably did not 
change in any appreciable way. It is possible that few 


of them realized that the long line of native Egyptian 
rulers had finally come to an end, and in the future, 
except for a few brief periods, outsiders would rule 
the Two Lands for many centuries to come. 72 



Part V: Mesopotamia and Egypt 

under Persian rule 


17 The 
Persians 


For centuries, outsiders viewed the rich river val¬ 
leys of Mesopotamia and Egypt with envy and, on 
occasion, attempted, sometimes successfully, to take 
control of the region. The Kassites (see Ch. 5) were 
outsiders who migrated into southern Mesopota¬ 
mia, and managed to place one of their own on the 
throne in Babylon. During the second millennium 
bc the Kassite Dynasty ruled southern Mesopotamia 
for more than four centuries, from the beginning 
of the 16th century until the beginning of the 12th 
century bc . 1 Even though they controlled the physi¬ 
cal region of Babylonia, the Kassites adopted many 
aspects of the Babylonian way of life and, in many 
ways, it was Babylonian culture that conquered the 
Kassites. During the second millennium bc, with the 
invasions and migrations of the Hyksos and the Sea 
Peoples, 2 the security of Egypt was seriously threat¬ 
ened (see Ch. 15). Yet even though these new peoples 
occupied Lower Egypt, for the most part they never 
managed to impose their own cultures on the Two 
Lands. In fact, once they had taken possession of 
the land, most foreign conquerors made an effort to 
imitate the art, architecture, and religious practices of 
the Egyptians or the various people of Mesopotamia. 
By the middle of the first millennium bc things were 
different. A new group from the east wrested power 
away from the locals, and for two centuries rulership 
of both Mesopotamia and Egypt was in the hands of 
the Achaemenids, the ruling dynasty of the Persian 
Empire. 


The Medes and the Persians 

The Iranian Plateau, 3 homeland of the Medes and 
Persians, is a vast highland region roughly three times 
the size of France that stretches from the Tigris River 
in the west to the Indus River in the east. 4 Much of 
this geographical region falls within the borders of 
the modern state of Iran. The Iranian Plateau lies 
between two large bodies of water, the Caspian Sea to 
the north, and the Persian Gulf to the south. Although 
archaeological research for the earliest periods of the 
history of the region is still in its infancy, evidence 
indicates that hunter-gatherers, using Acheulean style 
hand-axes, inhabited the Iranian Plateau as early as the 
Palaeolithic times, 75000 years ago. 5 By the Neolithic 
period (10 000-5000 bc), the western Iranian Plateau 
was at the forefront of the agricultural revolution, 
which saw the domestication of goats, the cultivation 
of cereals, and the establishment of early agricultural 
villages. 6 Susa, one of the ancient capitals of the Elam¬ 
ites, was founded in the plains of Ivhuzistan in south- 
southwestern Iran around 4200 bc, and was followed 
by the flowering of the Elamite kingdom, which lasted 
from 2700 to 1500 bc . 7 

The Medes and the Persians originated in Cen¬ 
tral Asia or the Caucasus mountain region about 
1000 bc . 8 During the first half of the first millennium 
bc the Medes and Persians, along with other ethnic 
groups, began to move into the Iranian Plateau and 
the fertile valleys of the Zagros mountains east of 
the Tigris River. 9 The Medes and the Persians were 
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linguistically associated, since they were both Indo- 
Iranians 10 who spoke related languages. 11 By the end 
of the seventh century bc the Medes were the domi¬ 
nant force in the region. They settled northeast of 
the region of the old kingdom of Elam, north of the 
Persian Gulf, around what would later become Fars 
(Parsa in Old Persian, and Persis in Greek), the heart¬ 
land of Persia. 


Neither the Medes nor the Persians spoke any of 
the Semitic languages of Mesopotamia, such as Akka¬ 
dian or Aramaic, nor were they part of one of the 
traditional cultural groups, such as the Sumerians, 
Babylonians, or Assyrians, who had ruled ancient 
Mesopotamia in the past. Very little is known about 
the Persians before 550 bc, except that they moved 
into the region traditionally occupied by the Ela¬ 


mites. Seventh-century bc texts from Assyria and 
Babylonia refer to Persians living in the capital city 
of Susa at that time. The first kings of Persia took 
the title “King of Anshan”, the name of one of the 
ancient cities of Elam. The land of Persia and its lung 
submitted to Assurbanipal after his victories over the 
Elamites (see Ch. 6), and the Persian ruler sent his 
son as a hostage to the Assyrian king to ensure his 




Procession of life-sized Persian archers. Glazed bricks from the 
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loyalty. Later, Cyrus I (c.620-590 bc) and Cambyses 
I (c.590-559 bc) were followed by Cyrus II, “the 
Great” (559-530 bc). Despite their well-known mili¬ 
tary campaigns, scholars know little about the politics 
and social organization of the Persians and their lead¬ 
ers when they first began their period of expansion 
and conquest in the ancient Near East. 

The Greek historian Herodotus 12 recounts that 
the Medes were originally village dwellers who made 
a certain Deioces their king. He established his capi¬ 
tal at the city of Ecbatana, and ruled over them for 
53 years. How much of this story is true is debat¬ 
able, and at least some aspects of it seem to be more 
legend than truth. 13 Beginning in the middle of the 
ninth century bc and continuing to the middle of 
the seventh century bc, Assyrian sources give a some¬ 
what clearer picture of the Medes as a culturally and 
socially diverse people spread throughout the cen¬ 
tral Zagros region. 14 Assyrian texts speak of many 
non-Iranian peoples in the region in the early eighth 
century bc but a century later the Medes had gained 
strength, and were one of several groups - includ¬ 
ing the Babylonians, the Lydians, and the Egyptians 
- manoeuvring for control of Mesopotamia. The 
Medes 15 appear in Assyrian texts in the middle and 
late ninth century bc , 16 and sources speak of Median 
tribes which later formed a unified state in the sev¬ 
enth century bc. The Medes and Babylonians formed 
a military alliance that brought an end to Assyrian 
domination of Mesopotamia in 612 bc, and the col¬ 
lapse of Assyrian power by around 610 bc. The Medes 
profited from the riches taken in the sack of the city 
of Nineveh, and with the Assyrian collapse they filled 
much of the political vacuum left in the north. By 
late in the seventh century bc, a Median state had 
formed under the leadership of King Cyaxeres, who 
extended his power all the way to the kingdom of 
Lydia on the west coast of Anatolia. Some time dur¬ 
ing his 40-year reign Cyaxeres also conquered the 
Persians, who occupied the southeastern portion 
of the Iranian Plateau. By around 600 bc Median 


hegemony stretched from the Halys River in Anatolia 
all the way to northeastern Iran. 

The Medes and their culture had a strong and 
lasting influence on the broader culture of the region, 
but Median political control of the Persians did not 
last long. In 550 bc the Median king, Astyages, 
attacked Cyrus II, 17 king of the Persians, but at one 
point the Median army refused to fight and handed 
King Astyages over to Cyrus II. At that moment 
Cyrus (Kurush in Old Persian) 18 became the politi¬ 
cal and military leader of both the Medes and the 
Persians. As soon as he had taken power Cyrus II 
marched to the Median capital of Ecbatana and took 
all the wealth of its treasury back to his own capital 
at Pasargadae (see map, p. 219). 19 By overthrowing 


the Medes and taking control of their vast territories, 
Cyrus II had suddenly thrust the Persians to the fore¬ 
front of world power. 

Almost overnight, the Persians took control of 
a vast kingdom that stretched over much of south¬ 
western Asia. Cyrus II cemented the legitimacy of 
his reign to the traditions and history of Persia’s past 
by claiming he was the son of Cambyses, the grand¬ 
son of an earlier Cyrus, and a distant descendant of a 
half-mythical king named Teispes. By 547 bc Lydia 
was under the authority of the Persians. The armies 
of Cyrus II, commanded by Lydian generals, were 
sent further west to subjugate the Greek coastal cit¬ 
ies and the islands of Ionia, Caria, and Lycia on the 
eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea. Once Cyrus 


Chronology of the Persian period with significant events (dates bc except where indicated) 


Early kings 

(dates uncertain) 



Teispes (Chispish) 

c.650-620 



Cyrus 1(Kurash) 

c.620-590 



Cambyses 1 (Kambuziya) 

c.590-559 



Cyrus II the Great 

559-530 

Conquest of Babylon 

539 

Beginning of the Achaemenid (Persian) Dynasty 

C.550 



Cambyses II 

529-522 

Conquest of Egypt 

525 

First Persian period in Egypt: 27th Dynasty 

525-404 



Bardyia 

522 



Darius 1 

522-486 



Xerxes 1 

486-465 



Artaxerxes 1 

465-424 



Xerxes II (short rule) 

424 



Sogdianos 

424-423 



Darius II 

423-405 



Egyptian Independence: 28th Dynasty 

405-343 



Artaxerxes II 

405-359 

29th Dynasty (Persian) 

399-380 

Nectanebo II 

359-343 

30th Dynasty (Egyptian) 

380-343 

Second Persian period in Egypt : 31 st Dynasty 

343-332 



Artaxerxes III 

359-338 



Artaxerxes IV 

338-336 



Darius III 

336-330 

Alexander the Great (III) conquers Egypt 

332 

Period of Hellenistic domination in Egypt 

332-30 

Alexander the Great (III) 

332-323 



Seleucid period in Mesopotamia 

311-146 

Period of Roman domination 

30 bc-ad 395 
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II had consolidated his control of former Median 
territories he turned his armies towards the heart¬ 
land of Mesopotamia, and the Babylonian Empire 
of King Nabonidus. In October 539 bc, Cyrus II 
marched into the city of Babylon (see Ch. 7), 20 effec¬ 
tively putting an end to native Mesopotamian rule 
over the region. 

Cyrus the Great 

When Cyrus II entered Babylon, his own texts claim 
that the people of Babylon received him as a be¬ 
nevolent liberator. Because Cyrus II put an end to 
Nabonidus’s attempts to raise the moon god Sin to 
pre-eminence over the traditional god Marduk, the 
citizens of the great city bowed down to him, or so 
the written accounts claim, and kissed his feet and 
their faces were “shining with happiness”. It is ques¬ 
tionable if the Babylonians really wanted to be taken 
over by a foreign power, and there is undoubtedly a 
strong element of Persian propaganda woven into 
these joyful greetings. 21 

Once in power Cyrus restored the city of Babylon 
and the cult centres at Nineveh, Ashur, Uruk, and 
a number of other cities, and brought the statue of 
the god Marduk back to Babylon. Cyrus was known 
for his religious toleration; he was careful to present 
himself not as an outsider and conqueror, but as a 
new king who respected the traditional gods and 
traditions of ancient Sumer and Assyria. Cyrus IPs 
reputation for tolerance in ancient texts was enhanced 
after his conquest when he freed peoples held cap¬ 
tive in Babylon, including a number of Jews taken 
prisoner by the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar. 
The Old Testament writers hailed him as the sav¬ 
iour and “messiah” of the Jews, 22 a few thousand of 
whom had been held in the city of Babylon for more 
than 50 years since the capture of Jerusalem (see Ch. 
7). Even though Cyrus was tolerant of the religions 
of the countries he conquered, the liberation of the 


Jews and their eventual return to Judah was probably 
carried out for sound political reasons as well. The 
Persians needed faithful allies in Syria and Palestine if 
they were to protect their western flank and eventu¬ 
ally conquer Egypt. 

Textual sources indicate that in his actions and 
projects Cyrus ruled wisely and with an even hand. 23 
In diplomacy he kept taxes low and his new capital city 
at Pasargadae 24 was modest when compared to other 
capitals in the Near East. Construction work at Pasar¬ 
gadae was carried out by Lydian craftsmen from the 
western extremities of the empire, since it seems likely 
that the Persians, who had previously been herders 25 
and did not have a tradition of living in cities, did not 
possess the necessary building skills to undertake such 
a project. Cyrus died while fighting against nomadic 
Massegetai tribesmen in central Asia, and was buried 
in a modest tomb. Unlike so many previous dynasties, 
which suffered conflicts over succession at the time of 
their founder’s death, the rule of the Persian Empire 
passed peacefully into the hands of Cyrus’s son, Cam- 
byses II in the summer of 529 bc. 

Cambyses II and the conquest of Egypt 

The conquest of Egypt in 525 bc marked another 
great turning point in the history of the ancient Near 
East, and was one of the largest territorial expansions 
in Persian history. 26 Egyptian forces, already weak¬ 
ened by the loss of important allies, were defeated 
by the battle-hardened Persian army, which swept 
over them at the Nile Delta town of Pelusium. The 
inexperienced Pharaoh Psamtik III, who had been 
betrayed by one of his chief officials, fled the scene, 
but was eventually captured and sent to the Persian 
capital at Susa. Like the Egyptian pharaohs, King 
Cambyses II (Kambuziya) and three of his succes¬ 
sors wrote their names using hieroglyphs enclosed in 
sacred cartouches, and following Egyptian tradition, 
they formed the 27th (or Persian) Dynasty of rulers in 


Egypt. But even though the new rulers Egyptianized 
their names, they were still conquerors who ruled 
front Persia and forced unwanted changes and taxes 
on the people of Egypt. Starting with Cambyses II, 
Egypt was no longer the “Two Lands”, or “Upper 
and Lower Egypt”. Instead, the whole Nile river val¬ 
ley was amalgamated into a single great province of 
the Persian Empire. 

Propagandistic accounts of Cambyses claimed that 
he was an uncouth barbarian. Herodotus states that 
Cambyses killed the sacred Apis bull, one of the most 
revered religious symbols in ancient Egypt. 27 This 
would have been a grave crime, since the Apis bull, 
the ba or soul of the great god Ptah, was a very popu¬ 
lar sacred animal, worshipped in the city of Memphis 
in Lower Egypt. The symbolic fusion of character¬ 
istics of the bull with the king, combining fertility, 
sexuality, and aggressiveness, was an ancient concept 
in Egypt. 28 The sacred bull was adorned with special 
markings on its hide and was portrayed with a sun 
disc between its horns. Bulls were also considered 
sacred for a number of other Egyptian gods, includ¬ 
ing Mnevis, Bukhis, certain manifestations of the sun 
god Re, and the war god Montu. 29 

Apis bulls were selected and raised in special pre¬ 
cincts, and when they died, instead of being eaten 
and having their by-products tanned or processed 
for human consumption, they were mummified and 
buried by the whole community with great respect 
and ceremony. Contrary to Herodotus’s account, 
archaeological excavations at the Serapeum of Mem¬ 
phis tell a different story about Cambyses’s treat¬ 
ment of these sacred animals. Excavations there have 
located the place where the sacred bulls were bur¬ 
ied, and accompanying stelae display Cambyses II, 
the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, dressed as the 
Egyptian god Horus, performing the burial rituals of 
the Apis bull himself in 524 bc . 30 It is clear that such 
a false episode of anti-Persian propaganda against 
Cambyses II was written by his enemies and does not 
represent a reliable account of the events. Instead of 
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destroying or desecrating the sacred bulls, Cambyses 
II actually worshipped and respected them. Addi¬ 
tional archaeological evidence indicates that the new 
Persian ruler was respectful of many other Egyptian 
beliefs and traditions too. 31 When Cambyses II was 
crowned pharaoh he took the position seriously and 
acted like an Egyptian ruler, and not just a conqueror. 
He was even very conscientious about performing 
the religious rites that were part of the duties of a 
pharaoh of the Two Lands. Inscriptions indicate that 
he restored some existing temples, had the temple 
of the warlike goddess Neith at the Delta city of Sais 
cleaned up and cleared of squatters’ houses, and was 
even inducted into the rituals connected with the cult 
of Neith. Such acceptance would not normally have 
been granted to an outsider. 

There are several reasons why Cambyses II was tar¬ 
nished with such a bad reputation in later traditions, 
the most likely being that he reduced the amount of 
wealth going to the priests and the temples. Reducing 
the power of the priests and the temple was some¬ 
thing previous Egyptian pharaohs had attempted, 
with varying degrees of success, going back at least 
to the time of Akhenaten. Once Cambyses II cut the 
funding of the Egyptian religious establishment, the 
priests were sure to propagate negative stories about 
him, which found their way into the histories of the 
Persian period. 

Even though there had been major changes in 
the upper levels of rulership, under Persian domina¬ 
tion life in Egypt continued much as before. The old 
gods were still worshipped, religious festivals were 
still celebrated, and temples were maintained on a 
regular basis. The cycle of planting and harvesting, 
always in harmony with the annual cycle of the Nile 
floods, continued as always. During much of the 
Persian period the Egyptians were governed under 
their own laws, which the Persians had codified. In 
the first years following the Persian conquest the 
Egyptians no doubt suffered some losses as a result 
of Persian domination. Nevertheless, there was still 


a good measure of prosperity. Stone quarries were 
opened, numerous temples were built or repaired, 
and the life of the average peasant may have even 
improved slightly. 

Cambyses II only ruled Persia for seven years. After 
his conquest of Egypt he only stayed in the Nile river 
valley for three years, before dying in Syria on his way 
back to Persia to put down a series of revolts that had 
broken out. Along with his two sisters, he was the 
only living descendant of Cyrus II, the architect of 
early Persian expansion and conquest. As was often the 
case in the ancient Near East, when the reigning Icing 
died, plots were hatched by family members and their 
followers, and revolts broke out as competing groups 
fought for the throne, and the power and wealth that 
accompanied kingship. The story of this struggle for 
the throne of Persia, or at least one version of it, was 
recorded by Cambyses’s successor. 

Darius I (522-486 bc) 

The death of Cambyses II and the subsequent suc¬ 
cession of Darius I 32 (Daryavush in Old Persian) was 
recorded in a massive trilingual inscription written in 
Elamite, Old Persian, and Akkadian. The inscription 
and accompanying low-relief sculptures were cut into 
the side of a tall, twin-pealced rock face called Bisitun, 
or Bagastana, 33 meaning “Land of the gods”. The 
peaks are located in a mountain pass in the Zagros 
mountains, which rise dramatically above the sur¬ 
rounding plains. The southern face of the mountain 
falls almost vertically, and there, 100m above the old 
Baghdad-Hamadan road, Darius I inscribed the story 
of his struggle to take the throne of Persia. 

Before his reign the Persians had no written form 
of their language. Most written communications 
were done in Aramaic or Akkadian. Darius realized 
that the dignity of the king and his imperial subjects 
required their own writing system, and ordered the 
creation of a syllabic cuneiform script that consisted 


of 43 signs. Darius claims to have created a different 
kind of writing system that did not exist before, and 
“according to the will of Ahura-Mazda”, the chief 
god of the Persians. This writing system was used 
to write “Old Persian”, the court language of the 
Achaemenid Dynasty. 34 Because of its small number 
of signs, and close relationship with Aramaic, it was 
one of the earliest ancient scripts to be deciphered in 
the 19th century. 

The Bisitun inscription relates that while Cam¬ 
byses II was in Egypt, a priest named Bardiya usurped 
his throne and took the title “King of Iran and Baby¬ 
lonia”. But, on his way back to Persia to regain con¬ 
trol of his kingdom, Cambyses II died, and when 
the news of his death reached home seven Persian 
princes rebelled against Bardiya and a civil war broke 
out between all the royal pretenders. According to 
the Bisitun inscription, the responsibility to restore 
the true ruling family to the throne fell on Darius I. 
The young king suppressed the rebellion and took 
power with, once again he informs us, the help of 
the god Ahura-Mazda. Depicted in the form of a 
winged solar disc, Ahura-Mazda was the chief god of 
the Persians, who over the years became increasingly 
popular throughout the empire. 35 

This account, too, is propagandistic, and the real 
story of the struggle for succession will probably never 
be known. However, what details can be distilled from 
the circumstances indicate that Darius I was probably 
not next in line to become king since he mentions 
that both his father and grandfather were alive when 
he took the throne. 36 This would indicate that he was 
not in the direct line of succession, but was prob¬ 
ably one of several usurpers, and he may have even 
murdered Cyrus’s son, Bardiya, to get the throne. 37 
Once on the throne of Persia, like so many other 
kings before him, he justified his rule by tracing his 
ancestry back through previous generations of rulers, 
claiming that his family had been providing kings to 
the Persian people since Achaemenes (Hakhamanish), 
the founder of the Achaemenid Dynasty. As an addi- 
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Twin bull's head capital and 
pillar from the Palace of 
Darius I, at the Persian city of 
Susa. (Louvre Museum, Paris.) 

tional measure of security, and to ensure there would 
be no other pretenders to the throne born to the 
surviving daughters and granddaughters of Cyrus 
II, he married all of them. Although revolts broke 
out in opposition against him, within a year Darius I 
had eliminated his enemies and he ruled the Persian 
lands for the next 36 years. Like Cambyses II before 
him, Darius I continued his plans for expanding the 
boundaries of the empire, both to the east as far as 
India and to the west in Europe. 

He began by occupying parts of Thrace in south¬ 
ern Europe and campaigning in the west against the 
Scythians across the Danube River. In the east he 
added the province of India to his holdings. Although 
things went well in the east, the Persians suffered a 
number of defeats in the west. In the first decade of 
the fifth century bc the Persians attempted to expand 
their control into southeastern Europe only to meet 


stiff resistance from the Greeks, particularly the city- 
state of Athens. In 492 bc the Persian general Mar- 
donius led a campaign against the Greek mainland. 
After landing successfully the Persians were defeated 
by a smaller Greek force at the famous battle of Mara¬ 
thon in 490 bc. Then, after failing to take the city 
of Athens, the invasion was called off. But a decade 
later the Persians would return with one of the larg¬ 
est combined naval and land forces ever seen in the 
ancient world. 

Administering the empire 

When Cyrus II took power he was content to sim¬ 
ply take over the existing administrative system he 
had inherited front his subjects. He probably did this 
because the Persians did not have the bureaucratic 


experience necessary to match the efficiency of exist¬ 
ing systems of the conquered peoples. By the reign 
of Darius I, the Persians had managed to develop 
their administrative and bureaucratic skills and had 
instituted their own system based on smaller units 
or provinces called satrapies. This system seems to 
have a number of similarities with the older Assyrian 
administrative system put in place by Tiglath-pileser 
III (see Ch. 6). Each satrapy (from the word khsha$a- 
pavan , meaning “protecting the kingdom” 38 ) was 
ruled by a governor, who was usually a close relative 
or associate well-known to the king and his advisers. 
Darius I also instituted economic and legal reforms, 
and established a regular system of taxation and trib¬ 
ute. 

The administrative capital of his empire was 
located at Susa, 39 the old Elamite capital, which had 
been occupied since the fourth millennium bc. It was 
front Susa that the Elamite armies ravaged Mesopo¬ 
tamian kingdoms, and it was Susa that the enraged 
Assyrian king Assurbanipal destroyed in the seventh 
century by burning the city and its temples and 
ploughing salt into the fields to curse the city and 
the surrounding region with barrenness. Ironically, 
a little more than a century after Assurbanipal, Susa 
was at the centre of the mightiest empire the world 
had ever seen. 

Successful administration depended on a reli¬ 
able and fast communication system that could 
send messages from the fringes of the empire to 
the capital in the shortest possible time. Only with 
good communications could armies be sent to trou¬ 
ble spots to fight off enemies and put down revolts. 
Herodotus 40 gives a good description of the royal 
road from Susa all the way to Sardis, 2000km away 
in western Anatolia. Some sections of Persian roads 
in Iran have survived into modern times. In most 
places the roads were not paved but were simply 
dirt tracks on the bare ground. Nevertheless, they 
would have been well marked and maintained and, 
most importantly, patrolled by soldiers who would 
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have kept them safe for travellers. 41 The roads were 
used for royal communications and for dispatching 
armies to troubled areas. They were also the lifelines 
of trade and were used by merchants for transport¬ 
ing goods; the more freely and safely merchants 
could travel to carry out their business and trade, 
the more prosperous the country would be. The 
road system was established by determining how far 
a horse and rider could travel in a day. Rest houses 
or posting stages were built at regular intervals along 
the road with grooms and supplies to maintain the 
riders and their horses, plus a place for them to eat 
and rest. Like their administrative system, the Per¬ 
sian road system used and expanded the royal road 
system originally put in place by the Assyrians two 
centuries earlier 42 (see Ch. 6). A number of per¬ 
manent bridges were also built, spanning the great 
rivers such as the Tigris, Euphrates, Diyala, and the 
Greater and Lesser Zab Rivers, as well as the Halys 
River in distant Anatolia. The exact nature and 
type of construction of the bridges is unclear, but 
they were probably pontoon bridges consisting of a 
number of boats tied together over which a roadway 
was constructed. For economic and political stabil¬ 
ity, Persian rulers understood they had to build and 
maintain roads and canals as well as repair city walls, 
temples and palaces, storehouses, granaries, and har¬ 
bour facilities. All these activities required a massive 
investment of resources and good management to 
see projects through to completion. 

Early in his reign Darius I rebuilt the city of Susa 
and constructed a giant palace, 250m on a side, con¬ 
taining hundreds of rooms. This palace became the 
principal residence of subsequent Persian kings. He 
also built a new residence some 400km southeast of 
Susa at a place he called Parsa, but which is better 
known by its Greek name, Persepolis. 43 The main 
citadel was an enormous stone terrace, 450m long 
by 300m wide, which formed part of a vast complex 
that included many small palaces in the surrounding 
area. The building project was so expansive it was 


not completed in his lifetime, but continued during 
the reigns of his son and even his grandson. Until the 
creation of the Achaemenid Empire, the Persians had 
not been great builders, and skilled masons, wood¬ 
workers, and other specialized craftsmen had to be 
brought in from the four corners of the empire. 44 
Darius undertook many building projects in other 
parts of the empire too. 45 Because they did not have 
their own monumental building tradition, Persian 
styles are eclectic, and the architectural motifs and 
decorations at Susa and Persepolis show influences 
from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Greece. 

Darius I in Egypt 

Unlike his predecessor, Cambyses II, Greek classi¬ 
cal sources depict Darius I as an intelligent, just, and 
generous ruler. 46 Early in his reign he convened the 
educated men of his kingdom to collect and record 
all the Egyptian writings on legislation down to the 
rule of the Egyptian pharaoh, Amasis II (570-526 
bc). This project lasted for ten years. Darius I also re¬ 
sumed construction on the canal between the Nile 
River and the Red Sea begun by Necho II during the 
26th Dynasty. The opening of the canal was a great 
event, probably as important as the opening of the 
Suez Canal by the French and the British 2500 years 
later. The first group of ships to pass through the canal 
were 24 vessels carrying goods to Persia. 47 To mark 
the opening, 24 large stone stelae praising Darius I’s 
accomplishments were set up along the banks of the 
canal. Preserved fragments of these stelae show that 
they were inscribed in four languages, including Egyp¬ 
tian, Elamite, Akkadian, and, of course, Persian. They 
were decorated with the sema-tenvy, the symbol that 
shows the two kingdoms being tied together, and rep¬ 
resented Darius I as responsible for the continued un¬ 
ion of Upper and Lower Egypt. Figures of the diverse 
subject peoples of the empire are shown pledging their 
loyalty to Darius I. 


When the next Apis bull died, funds were collected 
throughout the kingdom to ensure that the sacred 
animal would have a proper burial, and to emphasize 
Persian respect for Egyptian religious practices. At the 
el-Kharga Oasis he built a great temple dedicated to 
the god Amun and other deities. In the temple Darius 
I is depicted as the pharaoh in the company of gods 
and goddesses. In one low-relief the goddess Mut 
is nursing him, and there is a rendering of Darius 
I seated on a throne over the sema-tawy unification 
symbol. Taken together, these artistic representa¬ 
tions, building projects, and liberal use of Egyptian 
symbolism indicate that Darius I was wise enough to 
show respect for the religion, culture, and traditions 
of the Egyptians. 

A remarkable discovery occurred in 1972, when 
French archaeologists excavating at Susa discovered a 
3m-high statue of Darius I. 48 The statue is inscribed 
in the four languages of the major groups of people 
under Persian rule - Elamite, Persian, Egyptian, and 
Akkadian - and praises the god Ahura-Mazda. Each 
depiction of the 24 peoples or ethnic groups shows 
unique facial features, native dress, and hairstyles. 
Unlike Egyptian depictions of subject peoples from 
earlier times, the people on the Darius statue are not 
shown as prisoners, but with their hands unfettered 
and extended upwards towards their new leader, the 
Persian pharaoh Darius I. This seems to indicate a 
spirit of acceptance and detente between the Persian 
ruler and his conquered subjects. 

Egyptian rebellions against the Persians 

Despite Persian attempts to appear benevolent and to 
create stronger bonds between themselves and their 
conquered subjects, there were still many Egyptians 
who wanted to rid the Two Lands of their Persian 
overlords. On at least three occasions between 486 
and 343 bc, the Egyptians managed to overthrow their 
Persian rulers, with varying degrees of success. The 
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first attempt to oust the Persians occurred in 486 bc, 
but resulted in only a temporary re-establishment 
of native Egyptian power. The second occurred in 
465 bc, when Inaros came to the throne for a short 
period. Finally, a third armed struggle saw the return 
of native Egyptians to the throne of the Two Lands 
in 404bc. 49 This third period of independence lasted 
for 60 years until 343 bc. 


The Egyptian rebellion of 486 bc 

When Darius I died in 486 bc he was succeeded by 
the crown prince, Xerxes II, who reigned until 465 
bc. The new king was the son of Atossa, one of Cyrus 
II’s daughters, one of the women Darius I had mar¬ 
ried to prevent the creation of a rival dynasty. Atossa 
was a powerful woman who influenced at least three 
Persian kings: Cyrus II, Darius I, and Xerxes II. 
Despite temple-building programmes and other posi¬ 
tive initiatives instituted by Persian leaders, the Egyp¬ 
tians wanted to rid the country of foreign conquerors 
and the year Darius I died, they rebelled against their 
Persian rulers. To counteract armed rebellions Xerxes 
II instituted a new policy towards nations that did 
not cooperate with their Persian overlords. Unlike 
Cambyses II and Darius I, who respected Egyptian 
customs and religion, Xerxes II vented his anger by 
ignoring Egyptian forms of rule and imposing his will 
on his rebellious subjects; he used the same policy 
in Babylonia a few years later. After a rebellion in 
Babylonia was put down in 482 bc, he ruled as a 
conqueror, not as the legitimate successor to previous 
kings of Mesopotamia. 

Once revolts in both Babylonia and Egypt were 
put down, Xerxes II decided to revenge the Persian 
losses suffered by Darius I in Greece ten years earlier 
by making major territorial advances into southern 
Europe. After years of preparation for the occasion, 
Xerxes headed into Greek territory, marching his foot 


soldiers and their supplies over a floating pontoon 
bridge he had his engineers build across the Darda¬ 
nelles straits. Compared to Greek forces, his army was 
huge, with perhaps as many as 350000 soldiers, 50 but 
much smaller than the 1700000 claimed by Hero¬ 
dotus. 51 Despite his planning and preparations the 
Persians were defeated at a number of key battles, 
including the famous naval battle off the island of 
Salamis in 480 bc . 52 The Greek wars ended in failure 
resulting in significant losses for the Persians, and 
after a major defeat at the battle of Plataea in 479 bc 
the Persians were forced to withdraw from southern 
Europe and western Anatolia. 

It is helpful to place the Egyptian quest for inde¬ 
pendence in the context of the whole Persian Empire. 
Egypt was not the only satrapy trying to reassert local 
rule. Similar struggles went on periodically in Greece, 
the eastern Mediterranean, and Mesopotamia, and 
created situations that were often quite unstable. The 
series of defeats suffered by the Persians at the hands 
of the Greeks had a profound effect on Egyptians who 
wanted to throw off the yoke of Persian rule. 53 Since 
Xerxes II was occupied at home dealing with inter¬ 
nal problems, he appointed his son, Achaemenes, as 
the satrap (governor) of Egypt. Like his father, Achae¬ 
menes was also known for his cruelty, and he put down 
the Egyptian revolt with great brutality that was not 
forgotten by the defeated Egyptians. 

The rebellion of Inaros 

A few years later, in 465 bc, Inaros proclaimed himself 
pharaoh and took control of the Delta region of Low¬ 
er Egypt. Unfortunately for him, the rest of the coun¬ 
try, including Upper Egypt and the northern city of 
Memphis, did not join the revolt. However, the Athe¬ 
nian navy came to his aid and this time the Egyptian 
rebels killed Achaemenes, and emerged victorious, at 
least for a short period of time. The new Persian king, 
Artaxerxes I (465-424 bc) who was occupied over 


a thousand kilometres away with palace intrigues at 
home could not free himself and his troops to quell 
the Egyptian uprising. Instead, Artaxerxes sent his 
general, Megabyses, who defeated the Egyptian forces 
and had Inaros crucified. Despite initial success with 
the aid of their Greek allies, the Egyptians were once 
again defeated, and brought under the yoke of Persian 
rule for another half century. 

The return of Egyptian independence 

Some years later, and relying once again on their 
Greek allies in the city-state of Sparta, the Egyptian 
army under General Amyrtaios fought a nine-year 
struggle with Persian forces, and by 404 bc he took 
the throne at the head of an independent Egypt. But 
his short-lived 28th Egyptian Dynasty only lasted five 
years until 399 bc. The centre of Egyptian power then 
shifted to the city of Mendes, the capital during the 
29th Dynasty. This dynasty included five kings and 
lasted until 378 bc. The 30th Dynasty (380-343 bc) 
lasted nearly twice as long and included three Egyp¬ 
tian kings. 

The last native-born pharaoh of ancient Egypt was 
Nectanebo II, who ruled an independent Egypt for 
16 years from 359 to 343 bc. Throughout the fourth 
century bc the Persians continued to lose their con¬ 
trol over their western territories, and by the middle 
of century they could only maintain their presence in 
Egypt for little more than a decade. The last Persian 
Dynasty in Egyptian history, the 31st Dynasty, began 
with the reconquest of Egypt under Artaxerxes III 
in 343 bc. This final, short-lived period of Persian 
domination was made up of three Persian kings who 
could only hold on to power for a mere 11 years 
before they lost their control over the Two Lands 
in 332 bc. At that time a new conqueror and a new 
dynasty from southern Europe came to power in the 
Near East. A young and talented king from northern 
Greece dashed across the stage of history and quickly 
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conquered Egypt, Mesopotamia, and the remnants of 
the Persian Empire in Iran. His name was Alexander 
III of Macedonia; he is also known as Alexander the 
Great. 

The period of Persian rule of both Mesopota¬ 
mia and Egypt was followed by a period of Greek 
or “Hellenistic” rule under Alexander the Great and 
his successors in Mesopotamia from 311 to 146 bc, 
and in Egypt until the death of Cleopatra in 30 bc. 
Greek rule in Egypt front the time of Alexander to the 
beginning of the Roman period in Egypt is known as 
the Ptolemaic period (332 to 30 bc) and ended when 
Egypt became a province of the Roman Empire. 

In the east, after Alexander’s death in 323 bc, the 
Greeks maintained control of Babylonia and even 
enjoyed popular support for a while. 54 A few years 
later, Seleucus I (305-281 bc), one of Alexander’s 
successors, took control of Media, Persia, and Susa, 
and his short-lived empire stretched from Mesopo¬ 
tamia to Central Asia. The period of Greek rule in 
Mesopotamia front 311-146 bc is called the Seleucid 
period, and marks the time of greatest Greek cultural, 
political, and economic influence in the Tigris and 
Euphrates river valleys and Iran. 


During the Seleucid period numerous Greek col¬ 
onies were established throughout Mesopotamia, 
and Greek culture made a lasting impression on the 
region. Greek forms of architecture and art spread 
throughout many parts of the former Persian Empire. 
Greek law, theatre, philosophy, and literature were 
known from the Nile river valley all the way across 
the Iranian Plateau. With the Greek demise in the 
east and the shrinking of their power, first the Parni, 
or Parthians and then the Sassanians, both descend¬ 
ants of the Persians, 55 came to power. The Parthians 56 
struggled against the Romans, who had replaced the 
Seleucids, and finally drove them out of Mesopota¬ 
mia. Later the Sassanians 57 maintained control over 
Mesopotamia and Iran until the arrival of Islam, a 
new religious and cultural force that came out of the 
Arabian Peninsula and swept the eastern territories 
about ad 650. While the east was divided up between 
the Persians, Greeks, Parthians, and Sassanians, Egypt 
remained under the control of the Greeks and then 
the Romans. After centuries of occupation local lead¬ 
ers eventually regained control in Mesopotamia in 
the first millennium ad, but Egypt remained under 
foreign rule until ad 1952. 



Epilogue 

The twilight 
of the first 
civilizations 


In less than two decades, first Mesopotamia (539 bc) 
and then Egypt (525 bc) fell victim to the Persians, 
and their collective conquests marked a turning point, 
the beginning of the end, of the two great river civi¬ 
lizations of the ancient Orient. Although they still 
experienced moments of greatness in art, architecture, 
literature, and religion, over the next few centuries 
both Egypt and Mesopotamia gradually lost many 
of their original and defining cultural characteris¬ 
tics. In the early years after the Persian conquest the 
two countries were managed reasonably well, and 
the average peasant or labourer probably perceived 
little difference in their lives or how things were run. 
However, in the final years of Persian rule temples 
were looted and burned, city defences razed, and 
precious manuscripts burned in an effort to suppress 
rebellion among native Egyptians and Babylonians. 
As in Egypt, when the Persians took over Mesopo¬ 
tamia it became one satrapy among many in a vast 
world empire that spanned thousands of kilometres, 
stretching from the southeastern tip of Europe all the 
way to India. Starting with the Persians the centre of 
power moved from the Nile and Tigris-Euphrates 
river valleys, to the Iranian Plateau, and then, under 
the control of the Greeks and later the Romans it 
moved to Europe. 

From the fifth to the first century bc, outside 
influences pushed the traditional culture of Mesopo¬ 
tamia aside and its inhabitants, particularly the ruling 
elite, were forced to adopt new ways. The cuneiform 
script, which had been in use for more than 25 cen¬ 


turies, was progressively marginalized and replaced by 
alphabetic scripts, such as Aramaic and Greek, writ¬ 
ten on papyrus or parchment instead of clay tablets. 
Although the Persians and later Greeks did build new 
cities in the Tigris-Euphrates region, many major 
building projects were shifted to the Persian heart¬ 
land, which had become the centre of political power 
in the ancient world, while in Mesopotamia palaces 
and temples fell into disuse and city walls crumbled. 
Under the Persians important trade routes by-passed 
cities like Nineveh 1 and Babylon, 2 forcing their inhab¬ 
itants to move elsewhere to find their fortunes, and 
leaving these once great cities substantially dimin¬ 
ished or, in some cases, abandoned. 

Even though the Persians were generally toler¬ 
ant of the religious beliefs and customs of the peo¬ 
ples they conquered, their greedy taxation schemes 
sapped the economic strength of Mesopotamia, 
Egypt, and surrounding countries. After their con¬ 
quest, the residents of Babylonia and Assyria were 
forced to contribute immense sums of gold and food 
each year for the upkeep of the Persian court in Susa 
and Persepolis. Within a century prices doubled while 
wages stayed the same. Mesopotamia was no longer 
the land of opportunity it had once been, as bankers 
charged exorbitant annual interest rates of40-50 per 
cent on loans to an increasingly impoverished popu¬ 
lation. 3 Despite deteriorating conditions, the city of 
Babylon remained a sacred site well into the third 
century bc, and kings like Antiochus I (281-260 bc) 
and Seleucus III (225-223 bc ) 4 made offerings to 
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for many centuries into Roman times. But with the 
spread of Greek and later Roman cultures - which 
included theatre, philosophy, mathematics, and new 
religions - the old pharaonic culture slowly died ottt. 
As the once-great temples and palaces were aban¬ 
doned by their priests and worshippers the structures 
crumbled, were used as stone quarries for new build¬ 
ing projects, or were burnt for lime fertilizer. In ad 
356, Emperor Constantius II began closing Egyptian 
temples. The old religions suffered an additional blow 
in ad 391 when the priests of the Serapeum temple 
were all massacred, and by ad 395 Emperor Theo¬ 
dosius declared Christianity the official state religion 
of the Roman Empire, including Egypt. From that 


Columns from the Temple of Horus and Hathor at Edfu. 


the old gods and maintained at least some of their 
temples. But by the first century bc the city of Bab¬ 
ylon had lost much of its population. Among the 
people remaining were a handful of astronomers and 
astrologers who lived among the city’s ruins while 
clinging to the mostly discarded cuneiform writing 
system, and to the ancient city that symbolized the 
greatness of the once-vibrant Mesopotamian culture. 
Although other parts of Mesopotamia did eventu¬ 
ally prosper once again, it was centuries before they 
recovered fully from earlier conflicts. Many of the 
ancient Sumerian cities languished, Nineveh was not 
the capital of a great empire, and Babylon was finally 
abandoned. When the Greek soldier Xenophon 5 


marched his army past the broken-down walls of the 
city of Nineveh in 401 bc, it was deserted, and he 
failed to realize that the crumbled ruins (which he 
mistakenly called “Larissa”) were once the capital 
of the mighty Assyrian Empire. Changes in the eth¬ 
nic composition of the region also took their toll on 
Mesopotamian civilization as increasing numbers of 
Persians, and later Greeks, after Alexander the Great, 
moved into the Tigris-Euphrates river valley. 

Egypt did prosper under the Greeks, despite for¬ 
eign rule. Art flourished and some of the best exam¬ 
ples of temple architecture were created in Egypt 
during the Late and Ptolemaic periods; the old reli¬ 
gions and writing systems of Egypt survived intact 


Great pylons of the Temple of Horus at Edfu, built during the Hellenistic period (323-30 bc). 
The structure was begun by Ptolemy III Euergetes in 237 bc and finished in 57 bc by 
Ptolemy XIII. Niches held flagstaffs of the gods Horus and Hathor. 
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time on the religions of Egypt, which had existed for 
millennia, were forbidden by royal decree. By the fifth 
century ad, no one could read the hieroglyphic signs 
of ancient Egyptian, and the key to understanding 
their past was lost for more than 1400 years. 

Mesopotamia and Egypt were among the first on 
earth to adapt to changing population and climatic 
conditions in the millennia after the end of the last Ice 
Age, which brought about agriculture and the forma¬ 
tion of the first civilizations. Elements of city life and 
social organization that can be traced back to the 
ancient Near East are still deeply rooted in modern 
societies and, to some extent, modern people share 
a common, albeit distant, bond with the civilizations 
of ancient Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt. Although 
the people of Mesopotamia and Egypt were the first 
to develop civilization, this does not mean that with¬ 
out them civilization would never have originated. 
The domestication of plants and animals, and the 
formation of complex societies, occurred independ¬ 
ently in China and the New World and gave rise to 
the Olmecs, Incas, and Aztecs, without any contact 


with Egypt and Mesopotamia. Had civilization not 
developed first in the Tigris-Euphrates and Nile river 
valleys it most certainly would have developed else¬ 
where. 

It would be inaccurate to say that either Egypt or 
Mesopotamia was superior to the other. Both were 
vital forces in the formation of early civilization. On the 
other hand, each possessed special talents and unique¬ 
ness that deserve to be mentioned. Ultimately, the 
character of any civilization is determined by its tech¬ 
nology, institutions, and ideology. In the early peri¬ 
ods of Mesopotamian history, a number of impressive 
inventions and innovations appeared that we in the 
modern world consider essential for the formation 
of civilization. In addition to being pioneers in the 
development of irrigation agriculture, cities, writing, 
and monumental architecture, the peoples of Meso¬ 
potamia produced die wheel and the plough, and then 
domesticated oxen, the tractors of the ancient world, 
to pull them. They built the first major road and postal 
systems, gathered together the first sizeable archives of 
written material, and took the first steps towards creat¬ 


ing scientific astronomy. Along with these innovations 
are the characters and themes of Near Eastern litera¬ 
ture and mythology, which have become the staples 
of our own Western traditions through the Bible and 
Greek and Roman literature. 6 Despite their important 
role in the past, there is no “mania”, 7 no deep-felt 
attraction, in the modern world for things Mesopo¬ 
tamian. 8 Why this is so is unclear, but one reason may 
be that many Mesopotamian monumental structures 
and works of art are poorly preserved and unknown 
to the general public. 

Egypt also made a number of important innova¬ 
tions, particularly in medicine, and calendar reckon¬ 
ing, but also in the visual arts, architecture, literature, 
and religion. Like Mesopotamia, Egyptian mytho¬ 
logical stories and religious themes have made their 
way into the religions and literary traditions of the 
West. Egyptian masonry construction was unsur¬ 
passed anywhere in the ancient Near East, and when 
it comes to the beauty and grandeur of their mortuary 
structures and funerary preparations, no one in the 
ancient world could surpass the Egyptians. 





Columns from theTemple of Horus 
and Hathor at Edfu. 


Khafre and Khufu Pyramids, 4th Dynasty. 
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Even LhoLigh boLh Mesopotamia and EgypL left 
their imprints on the history and culture of the 
ancient world, it is Egypt that is most often remem¬ 
bered when modern people think of the world before 
the Greeks and Romans. The ancient Egyptians, their 
beautiful works of art, illuminated writing system, 
great temples, and majestic pyramids have succeeded 
in capturing the modern imagination. Egypt, prob¬ 
ably more than any other ancient civilization, serves 
as a link to the past for modern people. In many ways 
it is the concept of Egypt as a land of beauty and 
mystery that is its greatest contribution to our col¬ 
lective memory. The fascination with ancient Egypt, 
“Egyptomania”, can be seen today in films, books, 
visual arts, architecture, and even popular music. The 
ttniqueness of Egypt is due in part to the art and 


architecture associated with death and the afterlife. 
The Egyptians buried their dead in subterranean 
chambers, often surrounded by paintings, jewellery, 
and scttlpture: masterpieces of visual art. Perhaps it 
has something to do with the fear and mystery associ¬ 
ated with death, but many people find skeletons and 
old cadavers wrapped with strips of cloth fascinat¬ 
ing, and have a keen interest in mummies and the 
preparation of the dead for internment. In addition, 
the shape of the pyramids, as well as their size and 
grandeur, have a kind of mystical power that draws 
people to study and contemplate them. 

But the first civilizations have not been lost 
forever. They live on today through the continued 
research of historians, archaeologists, and linguists. 
Egypt and Mesopotamia are archaeological time 


machines, open air museums for everyone to see and 
appreciate. Despite wars, both ancient and modern, 
and the ravages of time, portions of the broken mud- 
brick walls and palaces of Ashur and Babylon and 
the crumbled remains of the ziggurats of Ur and 
Nippur still remain today, and the grandeur of the 
temples of Karnak, Luxor, and Abu Simbel can 
easily be seen by visitors. The remains of pyramids 
still stand and, along the Nile, roclc-cut tombs dis¬ 
play their beautiful paintings. A few even contain 
mummies, sleeping away the centuries while visiting 
tourists gaze on. This combined legacy of art, archi¬ 
tecture, and intellectual innovation creates a bridge 
between modern peoples and the cultural heritage 
of the first civilizations: ancient Mesopotamia and 
ancient Egypt. 



Archaeological research at 
Nineveh, northern Iraq. 
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female king 172-3, 173 
funerary architecture 158,173, 174-5, 
174 

obelisks 173, 175-6, 175 
queens before 174 
Thutmosis III 176-7 
trading mission to Punt 175 
Hawara (city) 159-60 
hieroglyphs Egyptian writing 30-31, 31, 
134-6,221 

Hebrew language 32, 50, 51, 58 
Champollion, J.-F. 134 
Hebrew god Yahweh 43, 91 
Hebrews and Pyramid of Khufu 150-51 
Hellenistic period 72, 136, 157, 229 
Herodotus (historian) 4, 124, 128 
Cambyses II 221 
and Diodorus 133 
in Egypt 149 
Faiyum labyrinth 160 
Medes 220 
mummification 165 
Persian roads 223 
pyramid builders 149, 151 
rebellion, Egypt 225 
Red Sea canal 213 
Herophilus (physician) 124 
Hetepheres (queen mother of Khufu) 164 
Hezekiah (king) 

battle of Eltekeh 212 
siege of Jerusalem 84 
hikuptah (ancient name of Egypt) 128 
Black Land 128,130 
Red Land 130 
history 

afterlife 142, 144-6 
and archaeology 4 
art history books 140 
biblical 150 
definition 4 
disease and 122 
early ideas about 6-7 
Egyptian 31, 121, 135, 13(5, 151, 157, 
166,171-2, 174, 178, 180, 184, 187, 
192,196,225 

funerary architecture 146-7 


and Herodotus 4 
history and archaeology 9 
history and dating 7-8 
Hittite 70 
limits of 7-8 
Manetho 6 
Mari 62 

meaning of word 4 

Mesopotamian 31, 40, 52, 55, 95, 111 

Persian 218, 220-21 

Ramesses II 196-202 

Ramesses III 206 

religious 94 

Third Intermediate period 209 
unification 131-7 
written by winners 7 
Hittites 

conflict with Ramesses II 195-202, 195, 
197, 200 , 204-5, 207 
Empire 71 

Hittite Old Kingdom 70 
Mitanni 184 

people of Khatti-land 70-72 
Sea Peoples 71 

treaty with Egypt 71-2, 178, 182 
Ugarit 207,209 

Holladay, John Jr (archaeologist) ix 
Homer (Greek writer) 10, 100, 207 
Horemheb (Egyptian general-king) 171, 
180 

Aten temple destruction 192 
commoner 192 
cult of Aten 192 
last king of Dynasty 194 
Parmesse 192 

re-establishment of the old order 188 
revision of Amarna history 192 
hubtum (theft) 66 
hunting wild animals 78-9 
Hyksos (people) 157, 160, 192, 204, 218 
Hyksos period 168-71 
’ aamu 169 

Avaris (capital city) 170 
expulsion 171 
Hatshepsut 176 
hunter-gatherers 24 
Shepherd Kings 170 

Ice Age 21-2, 22,24, 230 

Imhotep (architect, physician) 121, 143 
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deified 121 
architect 143 
Inanna (deity) 
sex and war 33 
temple at Uruk 34 
Inaros (Egyptian prince) 224 
crucifixion 225 
as Pharaoh 225 
revolt against Persians 224 
India 8, 34, 52, 70, 113, 117, 133, 188, 
223, 228 

Indo-Europeans (Hittites) 70 
Indo-European languages 70, 72 
Ineni, builder 166 

Valley of the Kings 166 
Ipuwer, Admonitions of 157 
Iranian Plateau 53, 90, 95, 214, 218, 226, 
228 

Iran, region 2, 21, 52, 55-6, 72, 80, 82, 96, 
213-14,218,222-3, 225-6 
iron 76, 79, 190, 210, 
irrigation 11, 18, 24-7, 26, 33-4, 38-9, 42, 
51,67, 128, 151,230 
Ishme-Dagan (Assyrian ruler) 63 
emulates Shamshi-Adad 63 
Ishullanu, shepherd seduced by Ishtar 63 
Israel (region) 2, 21 
Itj-tawy (city) 158 
Iuput (priest, son of Sheshonq I) 209 

Jehoiakin (king, deported to Babylon) 91 
Jemdet Nasr period 24, 34, 41 
Jerusalem (city) 84,91-2,210,221 
Jordan (land) 2, 15, 21 
Judah (region) 81, 84, 86, 91-2, 212, 221 

ka 140-41, 149; see also ba 
Kahun Papyrus 124 

Kamose (17th Dynasty Egyptian king) 171 
Hyksos 171 
Karkamish (city) 44, 45 
battle of 90, 171 
British excavations 45, 90 
Nebuchadnezzar defeats Egyptians 214 
Thutmosis III 178, 207 
Karnalc (temple) xvii, 157, 173, 173, 175 
obelisk of Hatshepsut 175, 175 
Temple of Amun 173, 178, 183, 189, 
192, 201,202,210,231 
Kassites (people) 60, 71-2, 218 


horse breeders and trainers 72 
Kikkikuli of Mitanni 72 
chariots 72 

Kashtiliash IV (Kassite king) 72 
Kenyon, Kathleen (prehistorian) 23 
oasis hypothesis 23 
Khabur River 11, 13, 19, 77 
Khafre (Egyptian king/pyramid) 150 
Khattusha (Hittite capital city) 70, 71, 71 
Khattushili I (king) 70 
Khattushili III (Hitite king) 
treaty with Egypt 201-2 
troubles in Hatti 200 
Khnumhotep (tomb), traders from Palestine 
169,170 
Khons (deity) 
moon god 116 
with Thoth 116 
Khufu (Egyptian king) 164 
Khufu Pyramid and ziggurats 56-7 
Khufu Pyramid 149, 152-4, 152, 230; see 
also pyramids 

Koldewey, Robert (archaeologist) 92 
Kikkuli (horse trainer) 72 
King of Kish (title) 39, 51-2 
Kingu (deity) 96 

Kiya (mother of Tutankhamun) 188 
Kiiltepe Kanesh (Hittite city-state) 70 
Kurigalzu II (Kassite king) 72 
palace 72, 230 
Kurigalzu 

Kassite administrative capital 72 
ziggurat 56 

kurnugia (land of no return) 104; see also 
eschatology 

Kush (land) 171 ; see also Wawat 
Kushites 86 

Akhenaten 180, 184 

Assyria 210 

black Africans 211 

Egyptian culture 211-13 

Middle Kingdom 159, 171, 178 

Ramesses II 202 

rule Egypt 204,209,210 

Labashi-Marduk (Babylonian king) 90 
palace coup 90, 93, 95 
Labwi forest 197 

Lamashtu (swamp demon) 118, 120 
Lamgi-Mari (king of Mari) 62 
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lapis lazuli 45-6, 96, 102, 104, 191 
Last Babylonian Dynasty 90-98 
law collections 121 
Ur-Nammu 55 
Hammurabi 64-70, 119-22 
Leilan, Tell (site of Shubat-Enlil) 63 
lex talionis 65-6 
Libu (people) 
allies 205-7 
Libyans 205 
and Mashwash 205 
Merneptah 206 
pastoralists 205 

see also Mashwash; Sheklesh Teresh; 
Sherden 

limmu lists 6; see also chronology 
Ludlul bel nemeqi (title) 118 
lugal (great man) 39, 45-47, 51 
Lugalzagesi (king of Uruk) 39, 51 
defeat by Sargon 51 

Lullulbi (people) and the Stele of Naram-Sin 
53-4 

Ma’adi, village 132 

ma’at (truth and justice) 137, 163, 182, 
211 

Magan (Oman) 52 
Manetho (priest) 6 
Hyksos 168, 169-70 
king list 6,135 

Manishtushu (Akkadian king) 51 
Mardonius (general) 223 
Marduk (deity) 58 

chief god of Babylon 70 
Etemenanki 92 
god of healing 118 
god of Kassites 72, 81 
and Nabonidus 97-8 
dream of Nabonidus 95 
New Year festival 81, 85, 86 
Temple of 91, 97 
Tiamat 96 

Margeuron, Jean-Claude (archaeologist) 62 
marriage 
Egypt 

Egyptian-Hittite 191 
Hatshepsut 172 
Horemheb 192 
Ramesses II 202 
Mesopotamia 31, 42, 55, 67-8 


Ishtar and Gilgamesh 102 
political 71 
sacred 96 

Maskhuta, Tell el- (site) 170 
Mashwash 206 

coastal dwellers 205 
people 205, 207 
Libyan rule 209 

Merneptah and Ramesses III 205 
Nile Delta 205 
Sea Peoples 206 
mast aba 142-4 
early 158-63 
and mummification 163 
stage mastaba 144 
medicine 3, 117-25 

anatomical knowledge 122-3 
dshipu (exorcist) 120 
asu (healer) 119 
causes of disease 118 
Egypt 120-24 
empirico-rational 119 
experimental 124 
folk 124 

magico-religious 120 
Mesopotamia 117-20 
scientific 117 
surgery 119 
veterinary 122 

wekhedu (cause of disease) 122 
see also mummification 
Medes 

in Assyrian texts 220 

defeat by Cyrus II 220 

Medo-Babylonian coalition 220 

people 218-20 

and Persians 218 

see also Persians 

Medinet Habu (Temple of Ramesses III) 
206 

and Sea Peoples 206 
Megabyses (Persian general) 225 
Megiddo (city) 

conquest by Thutmosis III 177-8 
Sheshonq 210 
Medium Pyramid 146 
Menkaure (Egyptian king) 139, 152 
Menna (shield bearer) 198 
Mentuhotep (Egyptian king) 
funerary structures 157-8, 175 


name 157 
reunites Egypt 157 
Meritaten (daughter of Nefertiti and 
Akhenaten) 185 
KV 55 187 

portrayed with Nefertiti 185 
Merit-Neith (1st Dynasty Egyptian queen) 
174 

Merneptah (Egyptian king) 
date 194 

excavation of tomb 189 
Libyans and Sea Peoples 204-6, 209 
Merodach-Baladan (Babylonian king) 81 
Elamite-Chaldean alliance 81 
Nabopolassar 87 
Sargon and Sennacherib 81-4 
Mesannepadda (Sumerian king) 44 
mesharum-2SL\. 65; see also Hammurabi 
Meskalamdug (Sumerian king) 45, 53 
helmet of Meskalamdug 45-6, 45 
Mesopotamia ix, 39 
afterlife 104 

astronomy and astrology 110, 112, II4, 
117 

calendar 111-12, 116 
celestial beliefs 98, 110 
cities 34, 72 

city-states 18, 35, 38-43, 55, 57 
civilization 104, 108, 113, 229 
cosmology 49, 49 
cylinder seal 31,31 
eschatology 48; see also afterlife 
flood 40-41 
geography 2 
gods 72,95 
history 31, 55, 95, 230 
influence on early Egypt 31, 131, 132 
Mesopotamian connection 132-3 
location 2 

medical practices 119-20,122,124 

mythology 35, 49 

peoples of 2 

society 40, 42, 47-8, 60 

trade 27 

writing 31-2, 31 

ziggurats 57, 145 

Middle Kingdom 30, 135-6, 139, 148, 
157-60, 162, 164 
Faiyum 160 
Hyksos 168, 170, 181 


Mentuhotep 157-8 
see also Amenemhet I; Amenemhet III; 
Sesostris III 
Mitanni (people) 

Amarna Letters 182 
Hittites 184 
Kikkuli of Mitanni 72 
kingdom 178 
Mnevis (bull) 221 
monumental architecture 20, 34 
Moses and Akhenaten 180 
Mukin-Zeri (Chaldean king) 81 
Mureybet (site) 23 
Murshili I (Hittite Icing) 42, 70 
Murshili III (Hittite king, the struggle for the 
Hittite throne) 200 
Muwattallis III (Hittite king, Egyptian- 
Hittite war) 194, 197-200 

Nabopolassar (Babylonian king) 87 
Chaldean prince 87 
Last Babylonian Dynasty 90-91,94 
Naharin (region, river land) 178 
Nahr el-Kalb River 200 
Nanna (moon god at Ur) 52, 55 
Napata (city) 178, 209, 210 
capital city of Kush 210 
and Thebes 211 
Piye (king) 211 

Naqada II and III periods 31, 130, 131 
early writing 132 
Naqada III period 137 
political unity 134 
Naqada (town) 132 

Naram-Sin (Akkadian king) 42, 51, 53-4 
empire 70 
as god 54 

King of the Universe 54 
name meaning 95 
Victory Stele of 53-4, 54 
Narmer (Egyptian king) 6, 134-6, 138 
deadly or baleful catfish 135 
Palette 135-6, 136 
pit grave 142 
ceremonial beard 172 
head-smashing motif 184 
Natufian period 21 
Naucratis (city) 213, 215 
Nebamun (agricultural official illustration) 
166 


Nebkheperure (throne name of 
Tutankhamun) 189 

Nebuchadnezzar (Babylonian king) 90-94 
battle of Karkamish 214 
conquest of Judah 91-2 
Cyrus II 221 
end of Babylon 97 
Nabonidus 94 
see also Babylon 

Nefertari (Egyptian queen) 202 
Nefertiti (Egyptian queen) 184-6 
fate of 186 

Horemheb marries sister 192 
and Tutankhamun 188 
wife of Akhenaten 172 
Nefrusobek (Egyptian queen) 160 
end of Middle Kingdom 160 
Neith (deity) 222 
warlike goddess 22 
Nekhen (town) 132 
golden town 132 

Neo-Babylonian period 32, 50, 87, 91, 110; 

see also Last Babylonian Dynasty 
Neolithic period xi, 17, 23, 27, 70, 117, 

218 

Nergal Gate (Nineveh) 83 
god of the underworld 105 
Neriglissar (Babylonian king) 90, 93 
New Year’s festival ( akitu ) 96-7 
Nile River 129-36 

compared to Tigris-Euphrates 130-31, 
140-41, 144, 147,153-4, 156-62, 
170-71, 174-5, 178, 180, 183-9, 197, 
204-7, 209-11, 213, 221-2, 224, 226, 
230 

Nineveh (city) 82-3 
civil war 79 
expedition to 10 
Gilgamesh Epic 100 
headofSargon 53 
pottery type 15 
siege 87 

tablet collection 87-8 
Ningirsu (chief god of Lagash) 55 
Ninivite 5 

pottery type 15 
Ninlil/Lady Air (deity) 72 
Ninurta (deity) 72 
god of war 105 
Nippur (city) 35, 38 


Akkadians 50 
religious centre 42 
ruins 231 

nuclear physics 16; see also carbon-14 dating 
numismatics 17 

Oenopides (astronomer) 117 
Old Babylonian period 41, 55, 64, 65-6, 
69,109-10 

Old Babylonian society 64-6 
Orontes/Arantu River 197-8 
Osiris (Egyptian god of the underworld) 

136,153,160-63, 183, 194 
and vegetation 160 
Osorkon (Egyptian king) 209-10 

Parehu (prince of Punt) 175; see also 
Hatshepsut 
Pasargadae (city) 220 

Persian capital city 220-21 
Peake, Harold (anthropologist) 22; see also 
Herbert Fleure 
Pelusium (city) 214 
battle of 214 
Persian language 222 
Persians (people) 79, 95, 96-8, 213-14, 
218-26 

administering the empire 223-4 
communication system 223-4 
conquest of Babylon 95-7, 221 
conquest of Egypt 221 
origins 218 

rebellions against Persians 224-5 
Phoenicians 

alphabet 32, 51 
around Africa 213, 213 
maritime empire 214 
Pianlchy (Kushite king) 211; see also Piye 
Prophecy of Neferti 159 
Ptah 194 

unit of Egyptian army 197-8 
Ptah (deity) 211 
Punt/Pwenet (land) 175 
Hatshepsut’s mission to 175 
pyramids 

alignment 152 
compared to ziggurats 56-7 
construction techniques 150-51, 153-4, 
156,160, 172 
Giza 133 
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Khufu 152-4,230 
quarrying and moving stones 153 
ramps 154 
shafts 113,152 

Qadesh (city) 71 

Hittite-Egyptian war 194-200, 202 
Ramesses II 194, 196-202 
see also Muwattalis III 

Qalat Jarmo (site) 22-3; see also Braidwood, 
Robert 

Ramesses II (Egyptian king) 

19th Dynasty 194-200 
Akhenaten temple destroyed 192 
Carter, Howard 189 
Hittites 71 

Hittite wars 196-200, 196, 197 , 198, 
199 , 200 

mud-brick arches 4 
obelisk 175, 175 
peace treaty 201 
temple 4 , 201 , 202 
tomb 167, 201, 202 
Weeks, Kent 190 

Ramesses III (Egyptian king) 204-9 
Sea Peoples 206-9, 206 
Ramesses VI (Egyptian king) 189, 204 
Ramesses IX (Egyptian king) 167, 204 
red crown ( deshret ) 135-6, 135 
Redford, Donald (Egyptologist) ix 
ideas about Akhenaten 180,185 
Re-Harakhty (deity) 194 
Rehoboam (king of Judah) 210 
riksum (contract) 68 
Rosetta Stone 134 

Royal tombs at Ur 45-9; see also Woolley, Sir 
Leonard 

Samaria (city) 212 
Serapeum (temple) 221, 229 
Sargon of Akkad (Akkadian king) 51-3 
bronze head 53 
compared to Hammurabi 80 
conquests 52 
myth of 52 

washed weapons in Mediterranean 77 
Semitic languages 32, 50 
Sarpanitum (deity, consort of Marduk) 70, 
72 

Sekhmet (deity, lion-headed goddess) 121 


Seleucus I 226 

Seleucus III offerings to old gods 226 
Senenmut (official of Hatshepsut) 175 
burial chamber 175-6 
obelisks 175 
Sennacherib, Assyrian king 
and Babylon 82 
Chaldeans 83-4 
destruction of Babylon 84-5 
Jerusalem 84 
moon god 95 
murder by Arad-Millissu 85 
Nineveh 82-3 
size of army 76 
western campaigns 84 
Sesostris I (Egyptian king) 
good king 159 
co-regency 159 
pyramid 160 
see also Story of Sinuhe 
Sesostris II 160 
Sesostoris III 

Sothic cycle date 5 
building projects 159 
Shabaqo (Kushite king of Egypt) 209, 212 
sahitum (tavern keeper) 67 
shakkanakku (govenor) 62, 79 
shamallum (agent) 67 
Shamash (deity, sun god) 65-6 
Stele of Hammurabi 65 
Shamash-shum-ukin (Babylonian king) 
co-regency with Assurbanipal 86 
geat revolt 86,212 
Shamshi-Adad (king of Mari) 62-3, 74 
sons Yasmah-Adad and Ishme-Dagan 63 
and Zimri-Lim 63 
Shamshi-Adad V (Assyrian king) 74 
sanga (priest) 35 

Shar-kali-sharri (Akkadian king) 51, 54 
Sheklesh (people) invade Egypt 205-6 
Sherden (people) invade Egypt 205-6 
sheriqtum (dowry) 68 
Sheshonq (Egyptian king) 

Libyan descent 209 
campaign against Israel 209-10 
Shimatum, punished through disease 118 
Shishak 210; see also Sheshonq 
Shubartu (region of Assyria) 53, 63 
Shubat-Enlil, city of Shamshi-Adad 63 
Shudi-ad (queen of Ur) 45-6 
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Shulgi (Sumerian king) 

brother of Gilgamesh 100 
Ur III period 51 
Shuruppak (city) 
flood 40,41,105 
Siduri and carpe diem 105 

Mesopotamian philosophy 105 
see also Gilgamesh Epic 
Sinai (peninsula) 31, 132 
alphabet 31 
desert 31, 85 

Sin-muballit (Babylonian king) 61 
Sinuhe 159 

Smenhkare (Egyptian king) 171, 180 
apprentice-pharoah 185 
died at 17 185 
Horemheb 192 
marries Meritaten 185, 187 
short reign 188 

Smith, Philip (prehistorian) 24; see also 
Cuyler Young Jr. 

Sobekemsaf (Egyptian king) 167 
Sothic cycle 5, 5 
Standard of Ur 46-8, 47, 48 
star clock 

Egypt 116-17 
Mesopotamia 117 
Stele of Hammurabi 64-70, 65 
Stele of the Vultures 43-4; see also Eannatum 
stratigraphy 14-16, 14 
substitute king ritual 110 
shar puhi 110 

Sumero-Akkadian architecture 56 
Suppiluliuma I (Hittite king) 71 
Hittite Empire 71 

marriage proposal from Ankhesenamun 
191 

see also Zannanza; Ankhesenamun 
Suppiluliuma II (Hittite king) 207 
Suru (region, home of Bit halupe) 77 
Susa (city) 54,65,86,218-20,221, 

223-4, 226 
Syria (land) 2 
’aarnu 169 
agriculture 21-3 
alphabet 32 
Amarna Letters 182-4 
archaeology 9-16 
Assyrians 211 
Ba’al 169 


Cambyses II dies 222 
deportations 80 
domestication 131-2 
Egypt invades 171, 176, 178, 180, 
191-2 

Egypt returns to 90-91,94 

Gilgamesh 100 

Hittites 71-2 

Hyksos 157, 168-71 

Mari 62-3 

Myth of Osiris 161 

Necho II and reconquest 214 

nomads 54 

Persian allies 221 

Persian power increases 213 

Ramesses II 194, 196, 199-200 

Ramesses III 208 

Sargon 52 

Sea Peoples 200, 207 

Sinuhe 159 

Syria-Palestine 81-2, 85, 87 
tokens 28 
trade 70, 159 

Takelot (Egyptian king) 209-10 
Taharqa (Egyptian king, reconquered 
Memphis from Assyrians) 212 
tamkarum (merchant) 67 
Tantamani (Egyptian king) 209, 212 
Tarqu (Assyrian name for Taharqa) 85 
Teispes (mythical Persian king?) 220 
Tell ‘Atij (site) 9, 10 , 11-13 , 15-19 
carbon-14 samples 17 
food supply network 19 
grain storage 18 
Ninivite V pottery 15 
tokens from 28 
Tema (city) 95, 97 
temple/god’s house 40 

Egypt 

Amenemhet III 160 

Ainun at Karnak 173, 175, 178, 183, 

192,201,210 

Aten 183-4, 186, 192 

Cambyses II 222, 224 

centres of power 138 

Hatshepsut, Djeser-Djeseru 158, 

173-4 

Horus 229-30 
land owners 139 


Mentuhotep II 158 
Middle Kingdom 157 
mortuary 144, 147, 157, 166 
Persian period 228-9 
pyramid complexes 156 
Ramesses II 194,201,202 
Ramesses III 206, 208-9 
Sarapeum massacre 229 
separation from tomb 166-7 
valley 147 
Mesopotamia 
Akkadian 52-4 
Dendera 115 
economy 40-41 
Gula 118 
Ishtar 101 
libraries 103 

Marduk 81,85,91-2,95-7 

moon god 94-5, 97 

and palaces 44, 50 

per ankh 121 

priests 42-3 

Solomon 92 

sun god 65-6, 103 

Ur III 55-8 

Yahweh 91 

Mesopotamia and Egypt 230 
temples and early cities 33 
temple villages 33 
temple and the city-state 40 
Teresh (people) 205; see also Sea Peoples 
Thebes (city) 86, 183, 186, 188, 191, 
197-8, 201, 206, 208-9, 212 
Third Dynasty of Ur 55 
Thucydides (Greek historian) 6 
Thutmosis I (Egyptian king) 

father of Hatshepsut 172, 176, 178 
pursues Hyksos 171 
Thutmosis II (Egyptian king) 171 

brother/husband of Hatshepsut 171-2 
Thutmosis III (Egyptian king) 166,171,172 
shared reign with Hatshepsut 172, 173 
temple 158 

warrior king 176-8, 192, 202 
Tiamat (deity) 96 

Tiglath-pileser III (Assyrian king) 75 
administrative reforms 79-80 
Elamites 81 
New Year’s festival 81 
reforms and Persians 223 


and Sargon II 81 
Urartu 80 

Tigris and Euphrates rivers 2, 20-21, 60, 

81,112 ,130 
compared to Nile 130 
tirhatum (bridal gift) 68 
Tiye (Egyptian queen) 172, 187 
Tjenen (Egyptian scribe) 177 
Tutankhamun (Egyptian king) 49, 71 
and Ankhesenamun 188 
death mask 191 

discovery by Carter 134, 171, 180-93 
discovery of tomb 188-90 
end of 18th Dynasty 192 
KV 55 186-7 
meaning of name 188 
Osiris planter box 161 
re-establishment of old order 188 
see also Tutankhaten 

Tutankhaten (Amarna period name) 186, 
188 

Udjahorresnet (Egyptian official) 214 
Ugarit (Syrian city) 

archaeological discovery 32 
attacked by Sea Peoples 207 
Ugaritic (language) 

Canaanite alphabet 32 
west Semitic language 50 
Umma (city) 35, 43 
defeated by Sargon I 51 
see also Stele of the Vultures 
Upe (Syrian province) 199 
Urukagina (king of Lagash) 42 
Urartu (land) 79 
Arad-Millissu 85 
defeated by Sargon II 82 
location of mount Nimush 106 
menace to Assyrians 79-80 
Urhi-Teshub/Murshili III (Hittite king) 

200 

Ur-Nammu (king of Ur) 51, 53 
name 53 

Laws of Urnammu 55,65 
Ur-Nanshe (surveyor) 62 
Ur-Nanshe (Early Dynastic II king) 39 
Urshanabi (boatman of the underworld) 49; 

see also Epic of Gilgamesh 
Uruk expansion 27, 42, 70 
Ur-Zababa (King of Kish) 51 


